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Abstract 

Donald Trump won the American presidency in 2016. His political appeal became known as 

trumpism. This thesis defines key elements of this political appeal, and then searches for those 

elements throughout modern American conservative politicians and intellectuals. The 

elements of trumpism are nationalism, laissez-faires free marketism and populism. The thesis 

searches – by the usage of the genealogical method – for these elements in the writings of six 

modern conservative figures: Senator Robert Taft, William Buckley, Senator Barry 

Goldwater, James Burnham, President Ronald Reagan and Patrick Buchanan. My research 

shows that the trumpist political appeal has its origins in the writings and works of all of these 

persons. In sum, this thesis shows the modern American conservative genealogy of the ideas 

proposed by the trumpist political appeal. 
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1 Introduction 

Donald Trump became the Republican nominee for president in 2016. In 2016 he ran 

and won the American presidency. During his campaigns he made a political appeal that 

contains both similarities and differences from past Republican and conservative platforms. 

He became the nominee of the party dominated by the conservative movement, yet many 

pundits view him more as an opportunist pretending to be conservative, rather than a strict 

ideologue.  

Trump’s issue positions and specific rhetoric – his political appeal – came to be known 

as “trumpism”. Whereas other Republican presidents have been called “conservatives” or 

“moderates”, Trump’s ideology was named after himself. This was probably due to his un-

traditional approach to victory. Seemingly off-the-script, often improvised statements that the 

American public had never witnessed on the national stage before appeared with Trump as 

candidate for presidency. His special, crude rhetoric was also to be combined with policy 

positions not seen since the days of Barry Goldwater or even Robert Taft.  

Trump’s participation and victories sparked a discussion of where his ideas stemmed 

from. Was the ideas’ appeal a brand new diagnosis and remedies to special, contemporary 

grievances in the American public? Or were they old ideas, once beaten back and lost, and 

now revived? 

I became a passionate follower of this discussion in the American media, and when I 

had to select a topic for my master thesis, I knew I would have to write on modern American 

conservatism.  

1.1 The thesis’ goal 

The aim of this thesis is to explore the intellectual genealogy of trumpism from the 

Second World War throughout the 1990s. As such, this thesis explores the intellectual history 

of trumpism in America before Trump arose on the national stage as a politician. Of course, 

no movement named trumpism existed before the 2015-2016-election. Yet, the political 

appeal and ideas of Trump’s campaign has origins throughout the modern history of the 

Republican Party. It is this history that this thesis attempts to establish.  

A key word in this thesis is genealogy. This thesis will not give a causal explanation as 

to why Trump’s campaign and its success happened. This thesis will neither attempt to write a 
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history of the 2015-2016 elections, nor will it write a biography on Donald Trump. The 

overall aim for the thesis is to use Donald Trump’s campaign as a base to discuss and better 

understand the political movement of American conservatism. My method will – in other 

words – find Trump’s version of conservatism’s roots, by building an intellectual genealogy. 

Hopefully this will mainly result in a better understanding of the modern conservative 

movement within the Republican Party. In addition, this thesis might yield a greater 

understanding of the current political climate and current conservative movement in the US. 

Tracing the antecedents of trumpism, this thesis might present an answer as to whether 

Donald Trump is a conservative figure that “came out of the blue”, or whether he is 

continuing a trend within American conservatism that has been trending for a long time.  

Another key word is intellectual. This thesis will not attempt to give a chronological, 

causal explanation and discussion of how the conservative movement seized power in the 

Republican Party. Instead, it will try to trace the core doctrinal tenets of trumpism, and 

discuss how the ideas evolved. To discuss this question this thesis looks at six important 

persons within the conservative movement, and how they framed, molded and thought about 

political issues. 

The work of this thesis will, hopefully, result in a better understanding of the modern 

conservative movement within the Republican Party. In addition, this thesis might yield a 

greater understanding of the current political climate and current conservative movement in 

the US. Furthermore, the fields of antilaborism, economics, war and nationalism on “the 

Right” has received little attention. Hopefully, this thesis might present some answers to these 

unanswered questions. However, the primary aim of this thesis is to produce a genealogy of 

the conservative political movement named trumpism. 

Whereas there is a great matter of research on American conservatism, there is very 

little scholarly research on Donald Trump as a political figure. Donald Trump has been a 

public figure for many years. His name is on buildings, he was the star of a reality TV-show, 

and he has always been a vocal figure in the media. He has changed his political affiliation 

many times
1
, and has not been a Republican (which has been the party of the conservatives 

since Regan’s presidential victory in 1981) for long. Nonetheless, elements of his political 

appeal have been a recurring movement in America. Central themes to this political 

movement are nationalism, free-marketism and populism.  

                                                 
1
 Chasmar, “Donald Trump changed political parties at least five times.” 
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1.2 Genealogy 

Genealogy as a method used in the science of history was first applied by Friederich 

Nietzsche in his book On the Genealogy of Morality (1887). It was developed further by 

Michel Foucault with his works on morality, sexuality and punishment. Neither Nietzsche nor 

Foucault wrote a chapter on their methodology. As a result, the method lacks an obvious 

formula on how to be used. Rather, the method contains some general thoughts on why it 

should be used and in what way. Furthermore, the work of Russel Kirk and his intellectual 

genealogy of conservatism in The Conservative Mind (1953)
2
 gave this thesis a blueprint in 

how to approach its subject. 

There are several methodologies that can be applied to understand history. To take one 

of many examples, political scientist Karsten Friis – writing a thesis on the history of 

conscription in Norway by using the genealogical method
3
 – presents four different methods.

4
  

The first is historical finalism. This is the: “[…] history of the past in terms of an 

imagined future”
5
. This method contains an idea of history reaching a certain goal. This goal 

could for instance be religious (as with the Judeo-Christian expectation of the world’s 

inevitable apocalypse) or political (Marx’ and Engels’ view on a utopian, communist society 

lacking the need for a class struggle). This historical view is deterministic, and views history 

only as a process towards an (often utopian) achievement. Whereas this view was common in 

the nineteenth and twentieth century it has now minor usage and recognition.  

Further, Friis cites Jens Bartelson and his work on historic presentism. According to 

Bartelson presentism is: “[…] history in the past in terms of the present”
6
. This method views 

history as something that can be studied objectively by using tools – such as terms, concepts 

and theories – of today. This method holds a view that today’s rationality and judgement are 

well enough equipped to be able to study and understand the past.  

While presentism is more common and accepted than finalism, Bartelson explains that 

they both fall for the same trap
7
. They both place the historian “above” or “outside” the 

                                                 
2
 Kirk, The Conservative Mind 

3
 Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt  

4
 Which he attributes to Jens Bartelson 

5
 Bartelson in Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt: 29 

6
 Bartelson in Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt: 29 

7
 Bartelson in Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt: 29 
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history. However, there is a solid case for historians bringing him/herself into the science in 

all sorts of ways. Something as “simple” as the language the historian uses will determine the 

way in which a historical phenomenon is presented. In short, there is no neutral historic 

ground.  

To avoid presentism’s and finalism’s trap, the method of hermeneutic history could be 

used, writes Bartelson. Hermeneutic history is: “[…] history in the past in terms of the past”
8
. 

This method wants to understand the past on the past’s own premises. The problem with this 

however, is that no historian can ever know the past’s own premises without bringing 

him/herself into the premises. To understand the context of the past is in itself an attempt to 

understand the past. As a result, the hermeneutic method – while taking steps in the right 

direction by making the historian more self-conscious on his/her own contemporary luggage – 

also falls in a somewhat same trap as the two previous methods.  

Finally, Bartelson writes on the method of genealogy that it views: “[…] history of the 

present in terms of its past”
9
. The method of genealogy presents a contemporary basis: an 

institution, a theme or (in this case) a political movement and asks the question: “how did we 

get here? The historian is firmly aware of and establishes his/her own contemporary luggage. 

By using what we know of the past and applying it on a contemporary issue, there is 

no attempt to find causalities. Rather, according to Friis, the method points out how causal 

explanations can at times act arbitrary by prioritizing some causalities and over others.
 10

 

Furthermore, by using the genealogical method, incidental and accidental possibilities as 

explanations are given greater significance. 

Friis writes that the method of genealogy uses a different ontology than the 

hermeneutical method.
 11

 The hermeneutical method tries to study an object of the past, 

whereas the method of genealogy tries to study in what way a contemporary object came to 

be. On the other hand, by searching for knowledge on “how it came to be” one has to use 

existing historical knowledge. The pressing question then is how the difference in ontology 

makes the method of genealogy any different from the hermeneutical method, due to both 

using knowledge on the past. Friis acknowledges as much, and the conclusion is that the 

genealogical method – like any method – has its flaws as well.
 12

 The important part for the 

                                                 
8
 Bartelson in Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt: 29 

9
 Bartelson, in Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt: 29 

10
 Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt 30 

11
 Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt 30 

12
 Friis, Stat, Nasjon og Verneplikt 30 
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historian is to be aware of this flaw. Personally, it seems to me that the genealogical method is 

one of the foremost methods that take into account the historian’s subjectivity and norms.  

Creating an intellectual genealogy of trumpism is a challenge. No other intellectual, 

politician or political movement in the U.S. is exactly like today’s trumpism. It is in the nature 

of history that every event occurring is slightly different from any other. History cannot repeat 

itself. However, historic trends, shifts, causalities and processes can be very – if not totally – 

alike. It is the task of the genealogy method to map the historical path to where we are today.  

Russel Kirk’s groundbreaking work in The Conservative Mind showed how an 

intellectual genealogy could be written. In it Kirk starts by giving six canons (or rules) of 

what Anglo-American conservatism is. He then proceeds to search for these canons 

throughout the relevant sources available. Following the example of Kirk, this thesis starts by 

identifying key themes in trumpism’s ideology. The intellectual elements found are then what 

this thesis has been searching for through the various primary and secondary sources. An 

important difference, however, is that there is a difference in identifying canons/rules and 

themes. I would argue that identifying themes are less generalizing than identifying canons. 

By identifying certain themes, I leave the door open for other themes to exist, whereas canons 

attempts to sum up a certain phenomenon.  

Furthermore, 11 of Kirk’s 13 chapters are of men he believed represented the 

conservative canons in their time. Again, in an attempt to follow Kirk’s example, this thesis 

has selected six figures believed to be of prime importance to the evolution of trumpism.  

1.3 Primary Sources 

This thesis uses two sets of primary sources, each to answer its own question. The first 

set is used to create an impression as to what trumpism is. The other set is to document the 

ideology of previous conservative thinkers.  

To create a picture of Trumpism, the primary sources will be the various plans, 

declarations and printed documents/sheets put out by the Trump-campaign of 2015-2016. 

These documents are highly valuable as primary sources in order to answer the thesis. 

They establish a more exact representation of the ideology and policy positions of Trump’s 

campaign than does an investigation of his tweets and sensational speeches. News articles will 

also be used to show statements made by Trump and the Trump campaign. All the documents 

have been taken from the official Trump-campaign website. 
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The other set of primary sources concern the conservative legacy that together form 

trumpism’s genealogy. Publications such as books and articles by the movement’s most 

influential thinkers and politicians constitute the foremost of these sources. Speeches are also 

a great part of the source material used. 

This thesis searches for the origins of trumpism by looking at the political standpoints 

of six intellectuals and public figures in modern US history. These persons are:  

 Robert Taft 

 Barry Goldwater 

 William Buckley Jr.  

 Ronald Reagan 

 James Burnham and 

 Patrick Buchanan 

There are several reasons for focusing on these persons when writing a genealogy of 

trumpism. First, a master thesis has a limit for how long and comprehensive it can be. If this 

thesis was to create a complete genealogy of trumpism, it would probably result in several 

books. There are many more figures that could be mentioned and that have probably have had 

an impact on the political movement that cumulated in trumpism.  

Second, this thesis could have decided to write less on these six figures and then 

include more persons. This would have resulted in a thesis where numerous people were 

mentioned. In order to avoid a thesis that chronicles names and organizations, this thesis 

attempts to focus on the ideas. Ideas are created, altered and uttered by people. Yet, they are 

also something to be studied in and of themselves, especially in politics. 

The question, then, is why I have selected the persons I have. First of all, I have been 

guided by secondary sources. The works of historian David Farber have been of greatest 

influence, both as a substantive guide and as a partial model. His book Modern American 

Conservatism (2010) chose – just as Kirk’s work – one conservative person to write about in 

each chapter.
13

 

Guided by these secondary sources this thesis has chosen to write trumpism’s 

genealogy by writing on the intellectual works of the chosen persons. 

Also, I decided early on to limit the selection to persons who were either in or closely 

linked to the Republican Party. The Republican Party has been the foremost vehicle of 

conservatism within the US since the days of Senator Robert Taft. While the conservative 

                                                 
13

 In addition to Farber’s work, an article in The Guardian by historian Timothy Shenk, an article in The 

American Interest by Jason Willick and James Hitchcock and an article in The Chronicle of Higher Education by 

Jon Baskin, all gave interesting leads towards different conservative persons that were a part of trumpism’s 

intellectual genealogy.  
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movement has had to battle with more moderate Republicans, they eventually would go on a 

long winning streak and has since Ronald Reagan’s inauguration in 1981 had a firm grasp on 

the party. A flaw of this decision is that several other important intellectual contributions will 

be missed. It is highly likely that many self-proclaimed conservatives participated in and 

voted for George Wallace’s candidacy in 1968, 1972 and 1976, and for Ross Perot in 1992 

and 1996.  

Several reasons made these persons the most suitable to research in this thesis. First, 

Robert Taft is acknowledged as the first modern conservative. Barry Goldwater won an 

upset and unexpected victory for the conservative fraction of the party in 1964. William 

Buckley is credited with creating an umbrella for all kinds of conservatives to unite under. 

Ronald Reagan symbolizes a conservative ascendancy by serving two terms as president. It 

could be argued that it is unfair to compare a president with so many thinkers who never held 

the power the presidency expels. Yet, Reagan’s importance to the conservative movement 

cannot be underestimated. His double presidential victory made conservatism mainstream. 

James Burnham’s fears of economic collectivization, totalitarian terror and an impending 

managerial revolution made him a defender of “freedom” in the conservative sense, and 

began writing for William Buckley’s National Review in 1955. Burnham might be the most 

overlooked of the persons when viewing trumpism’s origins. Patrick Buchanan is the 

foremost of the “paleoconservatives”, the conservatives who has been the greatest rebels of 

certain conservative orthodoxies.
14

 

Second, together the persons selected represent an extensive chronology of trumpism 

before Trump. Taft was a senator from the 1940s and early 1950s. Burnham’s two most 

influential books were written during the 1940s, and he joined Buckley’s magazine in the 

1950s. Buckley established his magazine in the 1950s and was very influential throughout the 

1960s, 1970s and 1980s. Goldwater’s prime was as a presidential candidate in the 1960s, but 

he also continued as a US Senator throughout the 1980s. Reagan represents the 1970s as 

governor, and the 1980s as president and Buchanan represents the 1990s. Hence, the thesis’ 

chosen time from the Second World War through the 1990s is well covered with these 

persons. Also, in order to not write on issues that are too contemporary, the thesis stops 

during the 1990s. 

                                                 
14

 Samuel Francis’ ideas are also discussed in chapter 6, as his contribution to Burnham’s theories was critical in 

shaping Buchanan and his populist conviction. 
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Third, the persons chosen resemble a broader class than just the class of politicians. 

Politicians – while certainly being leading influential voices on political thought – are to a 

large degree obligated to heed and court the opinions of their constituents. Their level of free 

utterance is therefore somewhat limited. A freer role is that of the intellectual. By writing for 

a magazine or a publisher, an intellectual has a bigger degree of intellectual freedom than that 

of the politician. They are not running for public office and can thus write their minds, and 

not appeal to voters. It is still true that intellectuals are bound to other obligations, such as 

their publisher or editor. Writing has to resonate and create debate in order to create revenue 

which the intellectual can make a living on. Still, there is a solid case that the intellectual is 

freer to speak his mind than the politician. Three of the persons chosen are politicians, while 

the other two are writers and intellectuals. I believe this is an expedient mix. By researching 

and writing on both professions I hope to create a holistic view of what a political movement 

is.  

The key method I used when deciding what source material to use on the selected 

persons was to try to find the works that had the greatest impact on either the public or the 

conservative base. Since the thesis roughly covers six persons equally, no physical archive 

was visited. Rather, since the thesis searches for an intellectual history of ideas, I believed the 

most advantageous course of action was to search for books, articles and speeches made by 

the persons. JSTOR.org and the University of Oslo Library were the tools I used the most to 

find works by the persons. In this method lies an acknowledgment that there were several 

books I would have preferred to research that were unavailable. Also, this method might be 

flawed in that the source material presented to me might be arbitrary selected. I have no 

insight as to the decision making of a library when selecting which books to store. To 

compensate for these flaws I attempted to note the person’s works if they were mentioned in 

any secondary literature. The result was to use an extensive array of published writings by my 

key figures. 

Also, two digital archives were visited: The American Presidency Project hosted at the 

University of California, Santa Barbara, and the Reagan Library Digital Document Collection. 

The American Presidency Project contains a key, traditional primary source in that it contains 

the full text of the Public Papers of the Presidents. These digital archives provided great 

primary sources on important speeches and texts made by Barry Goldwater, Ronald Reagan 

and Patrick Buchanan. I also searched through the archives of The New York Times and The 

Washington Post. 
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1.4 Secondary Sources 

The amount of literature on American conservatism is abundant. Much has been said 

and written of the political movement since the 1930s. As such, this thesis uses these 

secondary sources on the topic a great deal. Some notable scholars that are used in this thesis 

are David Farber, Kim Phillips-Fein, Julian Zelizer and Donald Critchlow, who have written 

syntheses or analyses of the very large scholarship on US conservatism since 1945. Their 

primary concern has been to understand the political movement that is American 

conservatism. They are from different backgrounds and have different perspectives as to how 

to understand it. This thesis will use their understanding and findings in order to create 

Trumpism’s genealogy.  

1.5 Limitation on Scope and Scale 

My selection of persons raises the questions of who have been left behind. There are 

several key figures that I have chosen to not include in my thesis.  

One is Phyllis Schlafly. She was an influential activist during the 1950s, 1960s and 

1970s. She began her activism locally by warning of communism and the soviet threat. Later 

she would build a viable opposition to the liberal social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. It 

would have been – on the one hand – preferable to include a female voice in the story of 

trumpism. Women have certainly played an important role in the conservative movement 

(could it otherwise have grown so much as it did?) and this part of the story should not be 

forgotten. Also, while Schlafly can be named an intellectual due to her writings, some would 

claim that she was foremost an activist: she knocked on doors, organized civic and church 

groups and she would become the Vice President of the Federation of Republican Women 

(NFRW). Activists are – in addition to politicians and intellectuals – a big part of the 

maintenance and evolution of a political movement.  

On the other hand, Schlafly’s position offers little original intellectual thought to the 

question of the thesis. She was a Taftian economically, then a Goldwater follower in the 

1960s, echoing his foreign policy ideas. Later, she would be in accordance with Buckley 

regarding the social movements in the 70s. While influential and important, I believe the 

thesis is better off with exploring Schlafly’s ideas through the other people I have chosen, 

since her ideas seem more derivative of others. 
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Another honorable mention goes to President George W. Bush. Despite being the son 

of a president, Bush was a conservative. The reason for his conservatism arose from his 

religiosity. He called himself a “compassionate conservative” throughout his eight years as 

president. Bush – on the one hand – ran on a “humble” foreign policy platform. No nation-

building was to occur, and he criticized the Clinton administration for being too 

interventionist. He also concentrated heavily on the idea of the free market. These ideas echo 

some of trumpism’s positions.  

On the other hand, after the terror attacks of 9/11 Bush began two massive wars in Iraq 

and Afghanistan. In addition, Bush surrounded himself with internationalists in his cabinet: 

Secretary of Defense Ronald Rumsfeld, Deputy Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and Vice President 

Cheney together were a part of the movement of neo-conservatism. This ideology believed in 

foreign interventions and foreign nation-building. A conservative fiscal policy was abandoned 

in favor to finance the wars and tax cuts to wealthy individuals and corporations. A populist 

reaction to the Bush (and the later Obama)-administration(s) emerged with the Tea Party 

movement of 2010.
15

 Bush clearly does not represent the sort of conservatism this thesis tries 

to explore, in spite of Bush’s attempts to brand himself a type of conservative.  

1.6 Structure 

This thesis starts with a background chapter that establishes the theoretical and 

contextual background that this thesis operates with. This chapter also includes a brief but 

necessary discussion of what “political appeal” means. This is necessary since the entire 

thesis attempts to find the trumpist appeal throughout modern US conservatism. Then some 

terms that this thesis uses heavily is discussed.  

This thesis then presents four main chapters. The first of these – chapter 3 “What is 

Trumpism?” – attempts to establish what trumpism is. The method of genealogy demands a 

definition of the subject which it tries to trace. This chapter, then, is to a large degree 

contemporary history. The sources used are mainly primary sources, primarily Trump and his 

campaign’s publicized statements, papers, speeches and public appearances. The core 

elements of trumpism that is found in the sources are nationalism, free marketism and 

populism. Thus the three proceeding chapters will deal with each of these subjects 

                                                 
15

 Post, Trumpism,101 



11 

 

accordingly. This chapter also contains some discussion on the definitions of what 

nationalism, free marketism and populism is. This will hopefully explain why  

The second chapter – chapter 4 “Nationalism” – presents the intellectual genealogy of 

the nationalism found in trumpism. This is done by looking at different views as to who are 

considered “proper” Americans and different views on immigration. The various outlooks on 

free trade and wars, interventionism and global cooperation will also tell of how ideas of anti-

globalism have originated and evolved throughout the conservative mindset.  

The third chapter – chapter 5 “Laissez-Faires Free Market” – is the presentation of the 

intellectual genealogy of trumpism’s views on the preferred economic system. This chapter 

shows the different viewpoints on the role of the state in an economy and how some 

conservative figures recognized how the free market has certain flaws. This chapter also 

discusses different conservative approaches towards labor unions. Finally the chapter debates 

whether the findings on Reagan put him in a special category of conservative, namely the 

“corporate conservative”. 

The final main chapter – chapter 6 “Populism” – shows the findings of populist 

convictions and usage of populist language throughout modern conservatism. This is achieved 

by going through populist statements and statements on populism done by Taft, Goldwater, 

Reagan, Burnham and Buchanan. This chapter excludes Buckley due to his lack of populist 

appeal and convictions, and rather includes a discussion of a new person who was heavily 

influenced by Burnham, and later influenced Buchanan: namely Samuel Francis. 

Finally, a conclusion attempts to summarize the research and findings presented 

throughout the thesis, and also attempts to give insights into the modern conservative 

movement in the US. 

1.7 Writing Contemporary and Modern History 

Writing contemporary history is certainly challenging. Having lived through the 

period on which I write has colored my perception and understanding of what I am to study. I 

am most aware of this bias, and have tried as best as I can to distance myself from the events I 

cover. Frankly, I do not find it difficult to write on this matter objectively. A master thesis is 

no place to write polemic or to write normatively on such matters. If I want to judge 

American conservatism and trumpism in my personal life, I need to understand it first. A 

master thesis is a splendid opportunity to attempt to create an understanding.  
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Nevertheless, where I am certain of my own conscience and its objectivity, I am 

skeptical of the objectivity of my unconsciousness. The material I have found, the material I 

have discarded, the way in which I interpret my sources and even the language I use right now 

all carry “baggage” that have been shaped by my experiences. In this subjectivity lies my own 

opinions and my society’s norms, values and expectations. These are truths that cannot and 

should not be hidden. And these truths will undoubtedly shape the work I have done on this 

thesis.  

Still, historical work has value in spite of not being 100% objective. For, while 

historical work is never perfect, it is certainly more nuanced, researched, documented and 

explained than guesswork. A society is better off with well researched intellectual studies of 

the past, than it is without. I both hope and believe this thesis can be a valuable contribution to 

the historical field of modern and contemporary American politics. 
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2 Background – Theoretical and 

Contextual Framework 

2.1 Scholarship on Trumpism 

Scholarship on Trump’s victory and his ideology are sparse due to their recentness. 

Charles Post wrote in 2017 of Trump’s victory. In his article he labels trumpism as a “radical, 

right-wing, middle-class insurgency [that] displaced the hegemonic capitalists in the 

Republican Party.”
16

 He then traces the roots of this insurgency to the Tea Party movement 

that arose after the 2008 financial crisis and election of Barack Obama. The movement was 

beaten back by the Republican Party bosses during the 2014 Congressional elections. Though 

they were beaten, they were not vanquished, and actually became more radicalized.  

Post writes that the Tea Party began as an alliance between white suburban, grass-

roots voters and elements of the capitalist class, such as the Koch brothers. However, these 

capitalist elements were alienated from the movement when the Tea Party began talks of 

defaulting on the US debt. In addition, the Tea Party forces wanted to enact mass deportations 

of undocumented immigrants. In both instances the capitalist class opposed strongly. Post 

writes that “Capital was not pleased.” And as such began a campaign to exclude Tea Party-

members from Congress, mainly through the US Chamber of Commerce.  

In the wake of this betrayal came Trump in 2015 and he floated many of the same 

ideas as the Tea Party had, especially concerning deportation of illegal immigrants. Post 

writes that Trump combined an economic nationalism – a belief that especially criticizes free 

trade deals – with “unabashed racism and misogyny.”
17

 

2.2 Modern Conservatism in the US 

A much debated issue by historians is to question what conservatism is. Is it a political 

ideology, a social movement or a philosophy? The word itself consists of two parts: 

conservative and ism. To conserve means to preserve, keep and maintain something as it was. 

The ism is a suffix that – in this case – denotes belief to the word it proceeds. As a result, 

applied to a society, conservatism is an idea that seeks to maintain the status quo or at least 
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hinder abrupt and vast changes. Almost paradoxically, conservatives can still call for drastic 

action, as long as the suspected result of that action is a return to a more moral and just past. 

The question this thesis attempts to answer is a political and intellectual question. As such, 

this thesis uses the definition of conservatism as a political ideology. 

What conservatism means is then defined, but who are the conservatives in the United 

States of America? Are they the laissez-faires people who fervently oppose near-to-all 

government intervention in the economy, who also demand a tight leash on government 

spending? Or are they the libertarians, who not only want to limit government spending, but 

all government activities? Maybe the conservatives are those who seek order in society 

through tradition, religion and family values and whose core political struggle is a social one? 

Or are the conservatives those who have racist tendencies and long for a racially segregated 

America? Lastly, should they be confined to a political party, or do they cross party lines?  

The conservative political movement in modern U.S. history is – amazingly – all these 

currents. The currents became united in the 1950s under the work of William F. Buckley and 

his prominent journal The National Review. Since President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 

Deal during the 1930s and 1940s most conservatives have been part of the Republican Party. 

Nonetheless, the political currents named above have also found their way in to the 

Democratic Party. Conservatives in the Democratic Party are labeled differently: Neoliberals, 

Blue Dog Democrats, Reagan Democrats etc. Conservatism thus runs across party lines, 

though the special brand of conservatism – trumpism – that this thesis aims to research is 

confined to the Republican Party.  

The main issue of debate between scholars on modern American conservatism is 

whether the conservative surge of the 1980s with the election and re-election of conservative 

front bearer Ronald Reagan and onwards is due to a backlash against the radical left and its 

gains in the 1960s, or due to the conservative movement being a solid force in and of itself 

throughout modern American history.
18

 

Phillips-Fein writes that scholarship on American conservatism has gone through 

phases.
19

 Historians writing on the matter from the 1950s through the 1970s are called the 

“consensus historians”. They dismissed the American conservatism of Barry Goldwater and 

John Birch society as a fading phenomenon of the past, only supported by those fearful of 

their own, fading position within American society.  
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Scholars from the 1980s and onwards wrote on American conservatism with more 

sympathy.
20

 Many were not conservatives themselves, but they rejected the condescending 

style and tone of the consensus historians. The scholars of the 1980s pushed the claim that 

white working class had once been liberals, but that as a reaction to the radicalism of the new 

left they were forced to the right.
21

 Common for the perspectives of the consensus historians 

and the historians of the 1980s was their belief that the rise of conservatism in the 1980s was 

attributed to the crumbling of the old New Deal coalition, the fragmenting of Democratic 

Party around racial politics, and a reaction to the radicalism of the New Left of the 1960s. 

From the 1990s and 2000s scholarship focused more on American conservatism being 

a steady grassroots movement, both clear and persistent throughout modern American 

political history. This scholarship presented American conservatism as creative, forward 

looking and sophisticated. The hero in this story of conservatism was Ronald Reagan.
22

 This 

scholarship also problematized who and what conservatism is. The term includes many 

contradictory currents: southern segregationists, northern businessmen, libertarians and 

Christian fundamentalist. Their interests should surely differ (economically for instance), so 

how can we place them all under one brand? Also, are the most radical groups such as John 

Birch Society and the Ku Klux Klan part of American conservatism? A plausible answer 

given to the question of how the conservative movement contained all the contradictory 

currents seems to lie in the conservative movement’s anticommunism.
23

 Christians feared 

communism due to its anti-religious views. Businessmen feared communism due to its violent 

message of workers seizing the means of production and private property. And libertarians 

feared the road to communism: a growing state with increased taxation and regulation. 

Phillips-Fein writes that: “Little work has been done on ideas about war, nationalism, 

patriotism and the rise of the Right […]”
24

 Also, she writes that while the analysis of The 

Right has centered around culture and anti-communism, elements of antilabor policies and 

economic issues “have received much less attention […]”
25

  

2.3 Political Appeal: Political Tactics or 

Expression of Ideas? 
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To characterize, define and understand political movements one has to identify a 

movement’s political appeal. There is some disagreement as to what political appeal 

constitutes. Some view it as the presentation of arguments. In a liberal democracy, political 

language and appeal should not apply physical force to win votes. According to Hannah 

Arendt and Murray Edelman, applying such force would constitute weakness.
26

 They claim 

that political language should strive to resemble a courtship. A “one to one”-talk between the 

politician and the voter. Others, such as George Orwell, view political appeal - more cynically 

- as a tool to make “lies sound truthful and murder respectable.”
27

 This thesis shall understand 

political appeal as both the political arguments put forth by a politician/movement, as well as 

the public’s perceived “signaling of mobilizations of various resources to deprive the non- 

compliant or reward the compliant.”
28

 An example of such a signal throughout modern 

American political history is the usage of the “southern strategy”.
29

 This means that 

politicians’ utterances have to be viewed in historical context and also be read in between 

lines to find hidden and euphemistical signals given on purpose. 

To understand the political appeal of trumpism, then, this thesis highlights Trump’s 

arguments and views on several policy issues. The fields chosen will help to highlight the 

broader conservative umbrella that trumpism is a part of. The fields are useful in that they 

also focus on the elements of trumpism that are new and radical in comparison to mainstream 

conservatism. 

2.4 Nationalism, Free-Marketism, Populism and 

other Terms 

2.4.1 Nationalism 

A restrictive definition of nationalism describes it as an ideology where the nation is 

the ultimate “object of loyalty and obligation”.
30

 However, recent historical debate has 

contested this view, and some scholars want nationalism to encompass other affiliations 
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people might have. A more broad definition is that: “the essence of nationalism is the goal of 

national flourishing [and that] nationalists are people who identify with their historical group 

and want it to flourish”.
31

 This definition drops the “ultimate object of loyalty” obligation, and 

encompasses groups of people who both identify themselves to the nation and its flourishing, 

while simultaneously having a higher degree of loyalty and obligation to family, local 

community or religion. 

2.4.2 Anti-Globalism 

Oxford English Dictionary defines globalism as: “The belief, theory, or practice of 

adopting or pursuing a political course, economic system, etc., based on global rather than 

national principles.”
32

 However, it can be argued that globalism is not merely an idea, but also 

a fact. A fact that increased production and distribution of goods, and increased level of 

technologies leads to a world where transnational companies claim and exert massive power. 

Always in search of a cheaper labor force, Sinisa Malesevic writes that nation’s economies 

are hit by these companies’ dislocations. Globalism leads to a homogenization of “[…] 

individual needs, lifestyles, languages, and culture.”
33

 Malesevic continues by writing that 

this homogenization results in a universalization of certain social issues such as climate 

change and human rights.
34

  

2.4.3 Free-Marketism 

Free-marketism is the belief in little or no government interference in the private 

market of goods and services.
35

 In a free market the price and quantity produced of goods and 

services is determined by the market’s level of demand and supply. “Laissez-faires market” is 

a term used since the 1700s which calls for the free market.
36

 

2.4.4 Populism 

This thesis differentiates between “American populism” as a historic movement, and 

“populism” as an analytical tool. The term American populism is often used when discussing 
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the period when the American farmers created alliances to protest against the loan practices of 

banks and railroad companies during the late 1800s. A political party, “The People’s Party” 

(sometimes referred as “The Populist party” was formed by this alliance, and its platform was 

solid left-wing.
37

  

Instead of using the term of American populism, this thesis uses sociologists Bram 

Spruyt, Gil Keppens, and Filip Van Droogenbroec’s definition. They write that populism can 

either be used strategically by a person or it can be caused by genuine convictions.
38

 Populism 

is then defined as consisting of four ideas:  

(1) The existence of two homogeneous groups, that is, "the people" and "the 

established elite"; (2) between which an antagonistic relationship exists; (3) 

whereby "the people" are portrayed as virtuous, and the elite are denigrated; 

and (4) the will of the people is considered the ultimate source of legitimacy 

(popular sovereignty). It is the combination of these four ideas that gives 

populism its specific, discursive logic.
39

 

There’s a difference between populism and economic populism. Economists Luiz 

Bresser Pereira and Fernando Dall'Acqua write that economic populism is: “[A] type of 

approach to economics [that] has been defined by overly expansionist policies focusing on 

growth and income distribution, with little concern about the risks of inflation, budget deficit, 

and external constraints.”
40

 

Furthermore, on economic populism, economic historian Carlos Braun writes:  

Populist [economic] interventionism has been both microeconomic and 

macroeconomic, ranging from wage and price controls, sometimes absurdly 

meticulous, to the nationalization of public utilities, credit managed by the 

authorities, a wide span of custom duties that have reached even commercial 

autarky, exchange-rate overvaluation, and fiscal and monetary policies 

heading toward inflation and large public deficits.
41

 

2.4.5 Conservatism – Or “the Right” 

The terms used on American conservatives can at times be confusing. Are followers of 

conservative values supposed to be labeled as “conservatives”? If so, who are the people on 
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“the Right”? And who are the “Republican Right”? Phillips-Fein uses the term 

“conservatives” when writing on figures such as Goldwater and Reagan. Critchlow, however, 

writes that the “American Right” (or simply “the Right”) often criticized conservatives for 

being too lenient with allowing government to centralize.
42

 That entails that there exists a 

difference between “conservatives” and people of “the Right”. This thesis chooses to mainly 

refer to trumpism and its historic past as “conservatism” and “conservatives” to avoid 

confusion. The Right can be considered as a special subsection of the broader term of 

conservatism. There are, however, times where the two terms are used interchangeably 

throughout this thesis, due to primary and secondary sources using the term. 
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3 Trumpism 

Within the scientific field of history it is far too early to judge Trump’s presidential 

actions. However, Hugh Hewitt’s words are fruitful in the sense that they can be applied to 

Trump’s campaigns to become president. We cannot know Trump’s actual, personal ideology, 

but we can assess his campaign’s political appeal. Key themes to his campaign were 

nationalism, anti-globalism and a Laissez-Faires embrace of markets and populism. It 

becomes blatant that Trump was elected on a special brand of conservative agenda. It is this 

special conservative agenda that this thesis in this chapter will attempt to identify. 

3.1 Nationalism 

3.1.1 Who are the Americans?  

Nationalism seems to be a major element within trumpism. This is evident with 

Trump’s stances on immigrants and Muslims. Also relevant are his views on expanding 

military investment and increasing the American military presence in the world. 

First, in a Trump campaign’s information poster named “Immigration reform that will 

make America great again” it is written: “Real immigration reform puts the needs of working 

people first – not wealthy globetrotting donors. We are the only country in the world whose 

immigration system puts the needs of other nations ahead of our own”.
43

 Here, American 

policies are being described as profitable for other groups of people – but not for Americans. 

To change this Trump wants “moderation” in immigration. 

Furthermore, in the same poster Trump wants to end “welfare abuse”.
44

 This claimed 

abuse is done by immigrants, and in order to reverse it the U.S. government has to make sure 

that every applicant for entry to the country is able to take care of their needs financially. 

Potential immigrants need to: “[…] pay for their own housing, healthcare and other needs 

[…]”.
45

 If this requirement is not met, they are to be barred from entry to the U.S. 

Moreover, Trump wants to “force companies to give […] coveted entry-level jobs to 

the existing domestic pool of unemployed native and immigrant workers in the U.S.”
46

 He 
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claims that such a move would “improve the number of black, Hispanic and female workers 

in Silicon Valley […]”
47

  

In his presidential announcement speech Trump said that: “When Mexico sends its 

people, they're not sending their best […] they’re bringing crime. They're rapists. And some, I 

assume, are good people.”
48

 It is difficult to dissect what is meant by these words. On one 

hand, Trump is blatantly saying that “they” (referring to all Mexican immigrants) are rapists. 

In the next sentence he then leaves the generalization and says that some of the Mexican 

immigrants are “good people”. 

Furthermore, in another speech given the day after a mass shooting by a Muslim 

couple on their workplace – killing fourteen and injuring twenty-one
49

 – in San Bernardino, 

Trump said that he wanted a “[…] total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the 

United States […]”.
50

 It was later clarified that the ban would not apply to all Muslims, but 

only Muslims from “terror states”.
51

 The reason for such a barring of Muslims entering the 

U.S. is because: “our country cannot be the victims of horrendous attacks by people that 

believe only in Jihad.”
52

  

Secondly, Trump announced that he wanted to increase U.S. military spending and 

involvement in the world. He stated that: “To make America great again, we need a strong 

military.”
53

 In addition, he promised: “[a] bolstering [of] the U.S. military presence in the East 

and South China Seas.”
54

 In the same document of election promises, Trump added that the 

result of increased military spending and deployment would deter China from “adventurism” 

that exploits Americans. 

In his “100-day action plan to Make America Great Again”, Trump vowed to restore 

National security by implementing an act that would eliminate the defense sequester.
55

 In 

addition, the same document shows that Trump promised to increase military spending 

overall: “[the] Restoring National Security Act rebuilds our military by […] expanding 

military investment.”
56
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The evidence presented here leads us to believe that trumpism is a nationalistic 

movement proclaiming to save Americans from losing the global challenges of demographic 

changes, weak national security and weak military presence. The political appeal is based on 

fear. Fear of job insecurity, Islamic terrorism, immigrant crime and of the economic and 

military growth of China. 

Trumpism has a specific view as to who the enemies of Americans are. The principal 

enemies of Americans are immigrants – both legal and illegal. The illegal ones are obviously 

bad. They have avoided the laws of the country, abused the weak border system of the U.S., 

they are bringing in crime and criminal gangs and they are stealing jobs from “real” 

Americans.  

Legal immigrants are also unwanted, but trumpism seems to be more conflicted 

regarding this group. Like the illegal immigrants they “steal” jobs from Americans, and they 

also abuse the welfare system which trumpism implies are meant for the real Americans and 

not immigrants. Both groups of immigrants also contribute to a lowering of wages for the rest 

of Americans. However, as cited, Trump’s plan to force companies to give coveted entry-

level jobs to workers in the U.S. included specifically both “native and immigrant workers”.  

Trump includes both women and African Americans as groups that are being cheated 

and thus deserving of more jobs and higher wages. It can be asserted from this that these two 

groups are part of Trump’s real Americans. 

Trump, then, has both lashed out against Mexicans and Muslims with extreme words 

and generalizations, which on their own do seem to be racist remarks. However, he also 

moderates his own words shortly after uttering them, with the result of muddying what he 

actually meant. He also personally denies being a racist.
57

  

Trumpism can then be said to contain elements of racism, but more clearly trumpism 

holds a view of social hierarchy. At the bottom are illegal immigrants and Muslims, in the 

middle are legal, working immigrants, and on the top is the rest of America. In this view of 

social hierarchy, trumpism does not view African-Americans and women on the bottom. 

Rather, these groups of Americans are also being hurt by immigrants and Muslims, and need 

to be compensated and protected. 

3.1.2 Anti-Globalism 
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Trumpism seems to oppose the idea of globalism, and it also wants to counter 

globalism from happening. Trumpism’s anti-globalism features anti-free trade views and a 

unilateralist approach concerning U.S. foreign policy.  

Trump’s paramount political issue during the campaign concerned global trade. He 

claimed that the U.S. was “losing” economically by continuing trading with other countries in 

the world. According to Trump and the Trump campaign, trade between the U.S. and other 

countries is not the problem in of itself, rather, the current terms under which trade forego are 

rigged to “steal” from Americans.  

The Trump-campaign’s released plans and promises to the voters show this plainly: 

“First, I will announce my intention to renegotiate NAFTA or withdraw from the deal under 

Article 2205. Second, I will announce our withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership.”
58

 

The document continues: “Fourth, I will direct the Secretary of Commerce and U.S. Trade 

Representative to identify all foreign trading abuses that unfairly impact American workers 

[…]”
59

 These promises were repeated in several other posters and policy documents.
6061

 

These moves to end and renegotiate trade agreements may – at first glance – seem like 

a protectionist trade policy. The Trump-campaign refutes this: “Our goal is not protectionism 

but accountability.”
62

 The diagnosis that trumpism prescribes on the trade issue is this (my 

bullet points):  

 “Since the era of globalization, manufacturing as a percent of the labor 

force has steadily fallen from a peak of 22% in 1977 to about 8% today.”
63

 

 “[Manufacturing jobs] provide some of the highest wages for our labor 

force, especially for blue collar workers.”
64

 

 “The US will become more competitive […] if our businesses are not 

being […] pulled offshore by unfair trade practice […]”
65

 

 

Slow economic growth – Trumpism says – is both due to high taxes and burdensome 

regulations, but just as important are the unfair trade practices that the U.S. suffer from.  

Trumpism views the global arena as a battleground where the U.S. is losing. Trump 

lambasts the WTO-rules and their effects on U.S. sovereignty:  
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America helped negotiate and agrees to its [the WTO’s] trading rules, but in a 

“one country, one vote” system, the US has effectively surrendered its 

sovereignty to a group of countries that do not always (or often) have 

America’s interests at heart.
66

 

In trumpism, the global market (as it currently is) is not a place for mutual cooperation 

and trust between countries. Rather, it is an unfair place where cheaters win, and where 

countries gang up to take advantage of naïve rules. The Trump-campaign wrote that trade is 

fair and beneficial for all when the comparative advantage of each country is the foundation 

on which trade is built. The problem of world trade today is that: “The global trading order is 

riddled with trade cheaters.”
67

 

The means to combat these cheaters is to impose “appropriate defensive tariffs.”
68

 This 

measure is meant to increase U.S.’ negotiating position in order to level the playing field. The 

tariffs are not meant to be permanent. They may, however, persist if the playing field is not 

evened.  

Trumpism is not only critical of free trade, it is also critical of a multilateral approach 

to global concerns. Trump promised to American voters that he would: “cancel billions in 

payments to U.N. climate change programs and use the money to fix America’s water and 

environmental infrastructure”.
69

 This promise implies a rejection of recognizing climate 

change as a major global task to deal with. It also implies a rejection of the United Nations, 

and its role as an organization to bring together countries to combat global issues. Finally, the 

promise intends the retracted funds to be better spent on American efforts such as American 

infrastructure and water. 

During the campaign Trump raised some doubts as to the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) cooperation as well. Likened to the trade deals, he claimed that 

American largesse was being abused by member countries of NATO.
70

 Member countries that 

fail to spend at least 2% of their GDP on the military are deemed free passengers by Trump. If 

the U.S. is to defend NATO countries from an attack, they would have to: “fulfill their 

obligations to us.”
71

  

It is difficult to decide whether trumpism is protectionist or not. On the one hand, the 

Trump-campaign called for higher tariffs, usage of the renegotiation Article in the NAFTA, 

                                                 
66

 Navarro, “Scoring the Trump Economic Plan.” 12 
67

 Navarro, “Scoring the Trump Economic Plan.” 16 
68

 Navarro, “Scoring the Trump Economic Plan.” 17 
69

 100 Day Action Plan, Donald J. Trump for President, Inc., 1 
70

 Sanger & Haberman, “Donald Trump Sets Conditions for Defending NATO Allies Against Attack” 
71

 Sanger & Haberman, “Donald Trump Sets Conditions for Defending NATO Allies Against Attack” 



25 

 

and withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership. These are all measures that signal a highly 

critical view towards global trade. On the other hand, the Trump-campaign specifically made 

clear that they disavowed being protectionist and that these measures were only temporary in 

order to force the global market to even its playing field for all.  

While “protectionist” may be a too harsh of a term to use, trumpism is certainly highly 

critical of free trade simply because it claims that the trade is not free. Nevertheless, the 

blatant and pointed critique of the established global order is unprecedented in modern times 

by such a prominent presidential campaign. The very fact that this critique is uttered – even 

though it is somewhat nuanced and promises that the harshest measures are only to be 

temporary – communicates of an ideology consisting of deep grievances against the 

prevailing political and economic establishment. The campaign’s utterances tell of trumpism 

as being more isolationist, non-internationalist, and anti-globalist.  

By being critical of organizations like WTO and NATO - and promising to cut funding 

to the U.N. for its efforts against climate change - trumpism exclaims a unilateral approach in 

regards to U.S.’ foreign policy. Though, as with the trade deals, the Trump-campaign would 

have preferred to continue the status quo with existing deals and organizations. The issue is 

that trumpism views the U.S. as being abused and taken advantage of, and deals have to be 

renegotiated to favor the U.S. more. If this demand is met, trumpism views the U.S. as willing 

to cooperate with countries within a multilateral approach. As a result, trumpism promises to 

be unilateral in its foreign policy only as a means to a greater end, and also only temporarily. 

The end goals of these measures are better conditions on pacts and treaties for the U.S. When 

this is achieved, multilateralism can be continued.   

In sum, the U.S. is being cheated and stolen from on the global arena. In the arenas of 

global trade, military alliances and in the UN, other countries are not to be trusted. 

Trumpism’s anti-globalist grievances are not with trading, engaging in treaties or cooperating 

in a military alliance. Its gripe is with the current global affairs and how it facilitates abuse by 

other countries of American generosity. The primary solution offered by trumpism is to 

become tough in negotiations and threaten with American withdrawal from the world stage 

unless demands are met. A big part of trumpism’s solution is Donald Trump himself, as the 

campaign portrays him as a strong negotiator: “[…] improvement in our trade balance is 
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clearly achievable […] after some tough, smart negotiations – an obvious Trump strength.”
72

 

Not only are new policies required, a strong leader is necessary to restore fairness.  

3.2 Laissez-Faires Marketplace  

The Trump-campaign articulated a great amount of views on government spending 

and America’s economic structure. Trumpism adheres to conservative principles such as 

lowering taxes, cutting regulations while also not increasing the federal deficit.  

The Trump-campaign proposed an economic plan which was released on the 29
th

 of 

September 2016.
73

 In the introduction pages the plan promised to be: “overall […] fiscally 

conservative.”
74

 In addition to writing on U.S.’ trade deals, the plan diagnosed the American 

economy of being over-regulated and excessive in its tax burden. The plan continued:  

[The economy under the Obama administration] relied so heavily – and futilely 

– on repeated fiscal and monetary stimuli. All we have gotten from tilting at 

Keynesian windmills is a doubling of our national debt from $10 trillion to $20 

trillion under Obama-Clinton and the weakest economic recovery since World 

War II – combined with depleted infrastructure and a shrunken military.
75

 

To cure America’s economic woes, the Trump-campaign pledged to see through the 

“biggest tax reform since Reagan.”76 This reform was to include a reduction in all brackets of 

income tax, reduce the brackets from seven to three, reduce the corporate tax to 15% and end 

the inheritance tax – or, as Republicans tended to call it, the “death tax.” The intention of 

these measures would be to “keep American companies and jobs here at home”77 by 

“help[ing] the manufacturing sector.”78 The Trump-campaign named the manufacturing sector 

the most vital sector in the American economy, and thus a low-tax climate would drive the 

sector, which in turn would drive the nation’s economic growth and income gains. The chief 

result would be a benefit to “the nation’s blue collar workforce.”79 Finally, the Trump-
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campaign said that: “It’s time to stop punishing people for doing business in America”
80

 

referring to the high tax-rates and complicated tax system. 

Trump’s economic reforms would also tackle excessive regulation by requiring that 

“for every new federal regulation, two existing regulations must be eliminated.”
81

 Also, 

Trump promised to: “remove bureaucrats who only know how to kill jobs”
82

 and in addition:  

Require each federal agency to prepare a list of all of the regulations they 

impose on American business, and rank them from most critical to health and 

safety to least critical. Least critical regulations will receive priority 

consideration for repeal.
83

 

The reasons offered for lowering and repealing federal regulations were that: 

“Excessive regulation is costing our country as much as 2 trillion dollars a year“
84

 

Furthermore: “Regulations may have cost us 600,000 small businesses since the start of the 

recent recession […] and some 6 million fewer jobs.”
85

 The Trump-campaign believes that an 

end to high taxes and excessive regulations will stimulate the economy in another and better 

way than the Keynesian stimuli. They point to the high multiplier effect
86

 that occurs when 

business is allowed to flourish, thus enriching everyone one else in the economy. 

However, some new regulations are direly needed, according to the Trump-campaign:  

Raising the prevailing wage paid to H-1Bs will force companies to give these 

coveted entry-level jobs to the existing domestic pool of unemployed native and 

immigrant workers in the U.S., instead of flying in cheaper workers from 

overseas.
87

 

Here, companies will be “forced” to hire from the domestic pool of native and 

immigrant workers for which there are so many unemployed.  
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The Trump-campaign’s economic vision is to be revenue neutral.
88

 This means that 

the federal budget will not increase despite of lowering taxes. This is achieved through a 

closure of loopholes in the tax-code and by spending cuts “in non-military, non-entitlement 

discretionary spending.”
89

  

In addition, the Trump-plan wants to enact: “Obamacare repeal and replacement”
90

 

while also pointing out that the Clinton-plan would: “expand Obamacare and create fully 

government-run socialized medicine.”
91

 

From this we learn that Trumpism follows traditional conservative fiscal policies. It 

wants to lower the overall tax burden put on individuals, families and corporations. Trumpism 

also wants to cut regulations so that the climate for businesses, especially in the 

manufacturing sector, can thrive. The present lack of output is partly due to over-taxation and 

excessive regulation. When the business climate is improved, the economy will grow and 

create more jobs, which in turn will stimulate the entire economy due to its multiplier-effect. 

This line of thinking focuses heavily on the supply side of the economy. Trumpism refuses 

“Keynesian” stimuli typically found on the liberal and social-democratic side of the political 

spectrum. The Trump-campaign’s economic plan tells of an ideology that believes in a 

laissez-faires market, a free market with as little taxation and regulation as possible.  

However, Trumpism also professes some types of new regulation. A regulation to 

force some types of companies to hire domestic workers is discussed in the campaign’s plans. 

The stated goal of this regulation is to include more black, Hispanic and female workers in 

Silicon Valley. These groups of domestic native and immigrant workers are to be prioritized 

over non-domestic workers entering the U.S. on visas. This regulation is an example where 

the principle of the free market is sacrificed, and it is a direct government intervention to 

benefit some groups of people over others. The group favored - domestic workers - is yet 

another example of trumpism’s skepticism and criticism of immigrants entering the U.S.  

Nevertheless, trumpism still largely adheres to conservative principles economically. 

The view of not raising the federal deficit further combined with the view to repeal 

Obamacare states clearly that Trumpism wants a limited government. This is keenly put when 

the Trump-campaign points at their presidential opponent - Secretary Hillary Clinton – and 
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explains how she is the candidate that wants a fully socialized health care system. The attitude 

conveyed is that trumpism is the opposite, which means a smaller government role.  

3.3 Populism 

Throughout the Trump-campaign’s plans, documents and Trump’s speeches are 

strands of populism. These appear to be mostly in rhetoric, but there are also some hints at 

economical populist policies that trumpism approves of. 

The Trump-campaign raised the point of America’s crumbling infrastructure several 

times: “28 percent of our roads are in substandard condition and 24 percent of bridges are 

structurally deficient or worse. Trump’s plan will provide the growth to boost our 

infrastructure […]”
92

 Furthermore, during the campaign Trump promised to spend somewhere 

between $800 and $1000 billion over 5 years on infrastructure.
93

 These sums are big and they 

match the promise made by self-proclaimed democratic socialist Bernie Sanders, who ran 

against Hillary Clinton during the Democratic primary in 2015 and 2016.
94

 

While the sum promised on infrastructure is a significant move away from the 

traditional conservative fiscal agenda, an infrastructure plan named “Trump Versus Clinton 

on Infrastructure”
95

 released on October 27
th

 of 2016 showed that the plan was to be “revenue 

neutral”, thus not adding further deficit to the budget. Financing would come from private 

investors, and not the federal budget.
96

 

In addition, during the campaign Trump promised not to cut in the public sector health 

care programs of Medicare and Medicaid
97

. The campaign promised: “We will not cut 

Medicare or Social Security benefits, but protect them both.”
98

 And during a Republican 

primary debate Trump exclaimed: “I will do everything within my power not to touch Social 

Security, to leave it the way it is […] and it's my absolute intention to leave Social Security 

the way it is. Not increase the age and to leave it as is.”
99

 

With these definitions in mind, it becomes difficult to characterize the Trump-

campaign and trumpism as economically populist. The two elements which pointed towards 
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economic populism were the infrastructure plan and the promise not to cut socialized 

medicine for elders. When examining the details of the infrastructure plan it becomes clear 

that it does not meet the definition of being populist policy initiatives. It would not have 

resulted in being “deficit spending”. There was neither any mention of income or growth 

distribution.  

On the other hand, the promise to maintain social security was made several times 

during the campaign. In a field where almost every other conservative candidate wanted to cut 

in the programs, the Trump-campaign’s promise to continue the program must be 

characterized as being somewhat economically populistic. Though, the fact that all the 

promises made were verbal during interviews and debates makes the promise less valid and 

clear cut. Had such a promise been made in a document or in a policy plan, the case for 

calling trumpism economically populist would have been stronger. To conclude, trumpism is 

not economically populistic.  

While trumpism is not economically populistic, other elements make it populist. 

Throughout the documents and plans made public by the campaign there are several populist 

words, statements and grievances made. The “Immigration Reform”-plan writes that: “Real 

immigration reform puts the needs of working people first – not wealthy globetrotting 

donors.”
100

 Writing on America’s trade deficit and how it benefits some rich Americans the 

campaign wrote: “This is yet another case in which Corporate America wins, but Mr. and Ms. 

America lose”
101

, clearly implying that there are many more cases where corporations win 

and the regular people lose. In the same document the campaign articulated a shift in wealth:  

In reality, four decades of one-sided globalization and chronic trade deficits 

have shifted wealth and capital from workers to the mobile owners of capital 

and reduced the purchasing power of Americans.
102

 

Here the line is drawn clearly between the American worker, and to a class of “mobile 

owners of capital”. The campaign makes it clear that regular people have suffered on behalf 

of capitalists. In Trump’s “100-day action plan”, several policy promises are made to stifle 

wealthy, powerful elite that distorts American politics. Among these are:  

 Constitutional amendment to impose term limits on all members of 

Congress 
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 Temporary ban on public officials becoming lobbyists after leaving 

public service 

 Enact a new ethic reform that aims to: “drain the swamp and reduce the 

corrupting influence of special interests on our politics”
103

 

In addition, several times during Trump’s economic plan are the term “blue collar 

workers” mentioned as a class of people being robbed of high paying jobs. Ultimately, the 

Trump campaign promises that the effects of trumpism’s policies are higher wages and more 

jobs for this particular group.
104

 

It becomes clear that trumpism views America as a split society. Split between the 

regular Americans, the workers (often blue collar) and “the corporations”, “Washington 

insiders”, “federal politicians” and “globalist globetrotters”. Regular Americans have been 

robbed and stolen from by these groups, and in order to restore fairness and justice, Donald 

Trump must be elected president. This rhetoric and these claims fit into the definition of 

populism.    

3.4 Conclusion 

Trumpism is a nationalistic movement meant to save the U.S. from losing global 

challenges of demographic change, unfair international treaties and unfair domestic power 

and wealth distribution. Trumpism calls for an embrace of the free market, stressing the need 

for low taxes and regulation. Some hints at populist policy initiatives exist, but these are both 

too bland and not enough to call trumpism economically populist. Interestingly, setting itself 

from mainstream conservatism, trumpism seems to recognize that some groups of people 

deserve social welfare. All Americans are deserving, but not (some) immigrants and Muslims. 

Rather, trumpism is a populist movement. The narrative told by the Trump-campaign 

is that regular Americans are being cheated by a political and economic elite. An election of 

Trump would result in a cleanup of this unfair power and wealth distribution that has occurred 

for several decades. 

There seems to exist a paradox within trumpism by being both embracing a laissez-

Faires free marketism while also opposing free trade and immigration. The cause of this 

paradox is a testament of how great influence nationalism has in trumpism. Trumpism, then, 

clearly supports a laissez-faires free market within the borders of the US, but in order to 
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protect the American people from foreign “cheaters”, free trade and immigration must be 

limited.  
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4 Nationalism 

This chapter establishes the conservative genealogy on nationalism by exploring the 

genealogy of trumpism’s views on national identity, immigration, trade, American military 

interventions and American participation in military alliances. It becomes apparent that 

conservatism – and especially the Republican Party – has struggled with unity on these issues 

since the days of Robert Taft.  

To begin, it serves well to discuss what is meant by nationalism. The expression was 

briefly defined in the previous chapter, but when applied to the conservative movement 

historically, a further discussion is helpful.  

Historian Matthew N. Lyons argues
105

 that throughout the 1900s, nationalism within 

the right wing-movements can be sorted between three major ideological currents:  

 Racial nationalism 

 Business nationalism 

 Cold war nationalism 

These are often interconnected, but also sometimes contradictory. Racial nationalism 

held the belief that America was a land primarily for people of white European descent. 

Christian Protestantism (“One nation under God”), and later also Judaism and Catholicism, is 

also a key element to the racial nationalism.  

Business nationalism started out in the Midwest of America. This type of nationalism 

played on a resentment of East coast politicians and economic elites. Stemming from this type 

of nationalism was the America First Committee, the isolationist group that wanted to keep 

the US out of World War II.  

Cold War nationalism’s key focus was on the global struggle against international 

communism. Here, the US is regarded as the greatest country in the world, with a global 

mission and responsibility to spread its universal values of freedom. When the Soviet Union 

disintegrated in 1991, the movement of Cold War nationalism mostly developed to become 

the movement of neoconservatism. The elements of (1) America’s greatness with its (2) 

universal values of freedom that (3) ought to be spread throughout the globe continued, only 

now the enemy went from international communism to “rogue states” and radical Islamists.  
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This chapter visits works of the conservative figures presented in the thesis’ 

introduction. The intellectual positions of these persons are discovered after being read on 

with the perspective of trumpism in mind. What is found is that the history of trumpism’s 

ideas and beliefs on issues relating to nationalism are abundant throughout modern US 

conservatism. 

4.1 “Whose Country is it anyway?” 

William Buckley Jr. probably made the greatest strides towards uniting the 

conservative movement under one banner. This banner was foremost his magazine The 

National Review (NR) which was established in 1955. In addition, he founded the Young 

Americans for Freedom (YAF). YAF aimed to create a conservative grassroots movement 

among young conservative Americans.  

During William Buckley’s young, formative years conservatives regarded the U.S. as 

a Christian nation. Non-Christians, such as Jews and secular “modernists”, would: “make 

America less Christian and therefore less good.”
106

 In this mood of zealous Protestantism 

Buckley made a moral stand to reject anti-Semitism.
107

He preached an ecumenism that 

included Protestants, Jews and Catholics as vital parts of the nation of America.
108

 Both the 

horrors of Holocaust and the Ku Klux Klan’s aggressive rise in the 1920s changed the 

attitudes in the U.S., which made Jews and Catholics tolerable religions to practice. Also, the 

new enemy of the 1940s, 50s and 60s was not people of different religiosity. The enemy was 

the godless Communists.  

However, throughout the 1950s and 60s, anti-communism was to be replaced by Civil 

Rights as the U.S.’ principal national concern. On the one hand – despite his religious 

ecumenism – Buckley seemed to believe in a social hierarchy between the races of America: 

“the white community is so entitled because, for the time being, it is the advanced race.”
109

 

Furthermore, Buckley claimed that: “Slavery [was] the greatest blessing the Negro had ever 

known up to that time. It elevated him from the position of savage to that of servant.”
110
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On the other hand, historian Donald Critchlow writes that Buckley called Wallace 

“tragic”
111

 for opposing integration at his University of Alabama. Furthermore, Buckley was 

to have – during the most intense periods of race issues in 1963 – called for: “[…] man’s 

capacity for love, and his toleration, understanding and respect for other, different people.”
112

 

Nevertheless, an unsigned editorial in the NR in March 1960 wrote that: “[…] In the 

Deep South the Negroes are – by comparison with Whites – retarted […] Leadership in the 

South, then, quite properly, rests in White hands.”
113

 It can be derived from this that Buckley 

was at most a racist who believed in white supremacy, and at least a believer in social 

hierarchy, especially in the South. Buckley and the NR would later abandon the white 

supremacist rhetoric. The NR would rather use “states’ rights” as the argument against 

federally imposed integration.
114

   

Senator Barry Goldwater from Arizona was elected the Republican candidate for 

presidency in 1964. He would go on to a staggering loss against incumbent Lyndon B. 

Johnson. Nonetheless, his victory in the Republican primaries was a victory for the 

conservatives inside the party against the moderate branch. 

In Goldwater’s 1960 book Conscience of a Conservative
115

 (ghostwritten by William 

Buckley Jr.’s brother-in-law L. Brent Bozell Jr.) he gives his thoughts on the hot-topic of the 

day: the Civil Rights issue. He writes that the issue falls under another category: states’ rights. 

According to Goldwater, the issue of states’ rights trumps all other. He writes that the 10
th

 

amendment to the Constitution sums up his position on states’ rights. “The powers not 

delegated to the United States by the Constitution nor prohibited by it to the States are 

reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.”
116

 Goldwater, then, believes that each 

state ought to be able to deal with Civil Rights in their own way, free of federal intervention.  

Goldwater writes that he does not see integrated schools as “required”
117

, but rather 

that they: “may be just or wise or expedient for negro children to attend the same schools as 

white children.”
118

 For Goldwater, the question of civil rights and integration between the 

races in America could very well beneficial to the nation, but these are matters where the 

federal government has no legal right to impose its will on the different states. Goldwater thus 
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gave Southern segregationists a constitutional argument to continue their struggle to maintain 

their racial hierarchy. 

With this line of reasoning in mind, Goldwater voted against the Civil Rights Act 

(CRA) of 1964. This vote was applauded by conservatives as a wise, principled vote. 

However, the vote would haunt Goldwater’s presidential campaign. The American voters did 

not see Goldwater’s stance as something brave or principled, rather, they saw him and his 

fellow conservatives as “extremists” and on the wrong side of history. Critchlow writes that 

Goldwater’s unwillingness to support civil rights: “[…] would tar both him and the 

Republican party for years afterward.”
119

  

Goldwater only won 6 states against President Johnson, 5 of which were in the Deep 

South. Also, whereas Richard Nixon had received 32% of the non-white votes against John 

Kennedy, Goldwater only won 6%
120

.The Republican Party – despite large support for the 

CRA when voted on in Congress – became the alternative for segregationists and racists for 

many years to come after ascending Goldwater to become their presidential nominee. They 

also became the party for the Deep South white voters – which before the 1964 election had 

been solidly Democratic since the Reconstruction. 

However, Goldwater’s stance and record on Civil Rights is maybe not all to blame for 

the shift in allegiance for some groups of white voters. Historian Jefferson Cowie believes 

that Johnson and the Democrat’s embrace of racial identity politics could be just as important 

as Goldwater’s lack of embrace: “Instead of the civil rights era fostering a more expansive 

and inclusive working-class identity, white working-class discontent was often at odds with 

the movements for gender and racial occupational justice.”
121

 Cowie continues by explaining 

that white working class voters – who themselves were just one generation away from poverty 

– feared to lose its previously made gains. 

Goldwater in 1964 – who ironically was no racist and personally supported with racial 

integration – oversaw the Republican Party to become the party of segregationists, white 

voters and the Deep South. This due to both President Johnson’s intense support of the Civil 

Rights activists
122

 , and due to Goldwater’s principled Conservative stance to uphold the law 
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of the Constitution. Racism would not become officially validated by the Republican Party, 

but the party would begin to woe racist voters by deploying the “Southern Strategy”
123

 

Talking in a nationally televised address on October 27
th

 in 1964, Ronald Reagan 

propelled himself to the national political stage. In his address he gave his support for Barry 

Goldwater, by outlining his conservative principles. 

Despite not being a racist personally
124

, Reagan failed to mention the issue of civil 

rights in his speech. He was an opponent of the 1964 Civil Rights Act on the same grounds as 

Goldwater, and throughout his gubernatorial and presidential campaigns he tried to steer clear 

of the racial issue.  

However, Reagan continued the Republican tradition of wooing racist white voters. 

He opened his general election campaign in Neshoba County in Mississippi. It was here 

where local policemen had conspired with the Klan to murder three civil rights workers in 

1964. Reagan deployed the “southern strategy” by using anti-civil rights, pro-segregationist 

phrases such as: “I believe in states’ rights.”
125

  

Though, apart from this example, Reagan generally used another tactic to reject racial 

justice programs. David Farber coins this tactic as the “Sun Belt strategy.”
126

 In it, Reagan 

chooses not to use “southern strategy”-phrases of “states’ rights”; rather, he makes the case 

that individual property rights trumps federal intervention.  

James Burnham strayed from his early Leninist and revolutionary Marxist views to 

become a highly influential conservative voice in the U.S. He would join William Buckley’s 

editorial board in National Review in 1955. 

Burnham – arguing against the existence and ideal of a “world government” – writes 

that the Western civilization is divided: “They [Western civilization] are divided in language, 

in economic interest, in governmental forms, in the axioms of jurisprudence. The fiercely 

divisive influence of nationalism is itself a phenomenon of our age.”
127

 Burnham continues by 

stating that what united a resistance to Nazi occupations was neither: “freedom […] nor class 

war […] nor “world government”. […] It was the idea of “France”, of “Poland”, of 

“Greece”.”
128

 Burnham believes that a government can only exist when a group of people 

have deep, meaningful bonds and history (culture) and when being threatened and thus united 
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by an external force. The resistance against Nazi occupation was an expression of what binds 

people together, namely their culture. From this Burnham concludes that the United Nations 

is simply an office where rhetoric and talk takes place.  

Burnham’s central thesis in his book The Struggle for the World is summarized by 

himself as such:  

The discovery of atomic weapons has brought about a situation in which 

Western Civilization, and perhaps human society in general, can continue to 

exist only if an absolute monopoly in the control of atomic weapons is created. 

This monopoly can be gained and exercised only through a World Empire, for 

which the historical stage had already been set prior to and independently of 

the discovery of atomic weapons. The attempt at World Empire will be made, 

and is, in fact, the objective of the Third World War, which, in its preliminary 

stages, has already begun ... The present candidates for leadership in the 

World Empire are only two: the Soviet Union and the United States.
129

 

The Cold War, then, was never cold to Burnham. He already saw the next world war 

as ongoing and hot all over the world. The U.S. and USSR (to Burnham synonym with 

communism) was in a race to become the world’s supreme government. All this due to his 

belief that two competing governments could not both possess nuclear weapons. As a result, 

Burnham proposed that one was either with the communists and their struggle for world 

government, or one had to fight communism. To stand by and do neither was comparable to 

observing a kid drowning and turn away. Doing so was akin to “push[ing] him under.”
130

 

Although, while Burnham both viewed the war as in a struggle between communism 

and non-communism, and also acknowledging that – despite the existence of the UN – no 

world government existed, he did enjoy the idea of a world government: “the project for a 

supreme World Government seems to be much the best solution.”
131

 He continues: “For the 

eloquence, wisdom and goodness of heart with which the ideal of World Government has 

been in our time so well defended I have only admiration.”
132

 

Burnham writes the world’s people dislike “isolating nationalism” and its effects of 

tariffs, passports, boundaries and bureaucracy.
133

 Burnham sees only two solutions out of 

such a situation: either surrendering to the totalitarian communism of the USSR, or creation 

of the American empire.  
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Burnham, employed by the OSS and the CIA, knew that his writings circulated around 

these organizations. He became a vocal opponent of George F. Kennan and the State 

Department’s policy of containment against communism. To Burnham, communism had to be 

fought with both defensive and offensive means.
134

 

Burnham rejects the notion that such a world government exists, but he admires the 

ideal of it. Although, his only stated reason for this admiration is that such a government 

would have a monopoly over nuclear weapons. His idealistic side admires the idea of a world 

government, but his realistic take on it is that the only path to such a government is either 

through the communist empire or through the American empire. 

Patrick J. Buchanan rose to national prominence when he ran for the Republican 

candidacy in 1992 and 1996. Achieving around 3 million votes (circa 20%) both times he lost, 

but still showed that there were segments of Americans who supported the ideas and rhetoric 

of Buchanan. Buchanan had worked for both Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan in the White 

House before entering an election as his own candidate. 

Buchanan led the movement of paleoconservatism during the 1990s. Paleocons was 

one of the successors of Reagan’s conservatism after he left office in 1988, along with 

neoconservatism and the Religious Right. Buchanan and the paleocons stood for a veiled 

racial nationalism, where immigration should be drastically halted. Furthermore, Buchanan 

believed that free trade had wrecked the lives of ordinary Americans.  

Buchanan favors an ethnic monoculturalism. He backed the 1998 Californian 

proposition 227 and called for a similar proposition federally: “The English-language 

amendment has already been appended to the California Constitution; if we are to remain one 

nation and one people, we need a common language.”
135

  

A central component to Buchanan’s monoculturalism is the appliance of Christianity 

to both American values and ritual practice: “To some Americans, the rise of the Religious 

Right, a decade ago, was an ominous development; to others of us, however, it was the 

natural, healthy reaction of a once-Christian country that has been force-fed the poisons of 

paganism.”
136

 Secularists and religions other than Christianity and Judaism are this poison. 

Upon reflecting whether these poisonous thoughts should be able to make a case and strides 
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politically since the US is a democracy, Buchanan’s rejection for others cultures shines: 

“Someone’s values are going to prevail. Why not ours? Whose country is it, anyway?”
137

 

Buchanan played on the fears of the American public. Wanting to tap into the base of 

the Evangelical Christians after defeating Buchanan in the Republican primary of 1992, 

George H.W. Bush had Buchanan give a speech during the convention in Houston, Texas. In 

it, Buchanan gave what was later dubbed the “Culture War” speech. He said that: “Clinton 

and Clinton […] would impose on America – abortion on demand, a litmus test for the 

Supreme Court, homosexual rights, discrimination against religious schools, women in 

combat…”
138

 With this rhetoric, a new type of Manichaean politics was established: political 

struggle was not anymore a discussion of issues and policies, it was a new civil war. This new 

way of doing politics would manifest itself with the opposition to Clinton’s presidency made 

by Newt Gingrich and his no-compromise tactic that would result in the shutdown of the US 

Government in November 1995- January 1996.  

4.2 Views on Immigration 

The US immigration system in 1960 gave restrictions based on race. As a result, 

American society was homogeneous: 85% of the population was non-Hispanic white.
139

 It is 

predicted by the American Census Bureau that non-Hispanic whites will be a minority in the 

US by 2043.
140

 This quick transformation began with the passing of the 3
rd

 of the Civil Rights 

laws during the 1960s: The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act (INA).  

Since, many scholars have argued that the legislators of the time were not aware of the 

massive changes the bill would ensure. However, historians Gabriel J. Chin and Douglas M. 

Spencer concludes
141

 – by comparing the roll calls of INA with other civil rights measures – 

that INA had similar goals and motivation with the rest of the civil rights measures. As such, 

they claim that the effects of the bill were no “enormous unintended consequence”, but rather 

a goal of “sincere antiracism.”
142

 The conservative movement’s reaction to INA will thus 

reveal the conservative movement’s view on immigration in the 1960s.  
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Barry Goldwater was not a senator during the 89
th

 congress, and so there is no vote to 

point to. However, the opposition to INA was largely by conservatives and their new allies: 

southern Democrats.
143144

 In addition, Chin and Spencer show that the voting constellation for 

the three civil rights acts had an 87% overlap in the House of Representatives and 91% in the 

Senate.
145

 Given Goldwater’s staunch opposition to the civil right acts before INA, it is 

probable that he would have opposed it. Goldwater would later, in 1978, issue a statement on 

immigration policy: “We need a clearer U.S. immigration policy that is actually enforced. We 

need increased cooperation with the countries that are sending illegal aliens. Help providing 

economic incentives to encourage residents to remain in their native lands.”
146

 These words 

on illegal immigrants are not “tough”, but rather they send a signal of understanding on behalf 

of Goldwater. All in all, whereas Goldwater was not harsh on immigration, he would have 

probably opposed the INA on the same grounds as he was opposed to the Civil Rights Act 

and Voting Rights Act.  

Buchanan is a nostalgic about the 1950s of America. Before the 1965 Immigration 

Act, America was a fairly homogenous country culturally and racially. It was a time when 

religion and society coexisted, where the Catholic Church was “militant and triumphant”
147

, 

and where a patriotic fervor was shared throughout the country. According to Buchanan, since 

this period a great betrayal of this order has knowingly occurred. At the root of this betrayal is 

open immigration, which Buchanan writes on in his 1998 book The Great Betrayal:  

Then, with the Immigration Act of 1965, America threw open the “golden 

door” and tens of millions of immigrants burst through. To their number has 

been added annual invasions of millions of illegal aliens crossing our southern 

border to compete with unskilled and semiskilled Americans.
148

 

Buchanan lambasts both legal and illegal immigration. The result of these 

“invasions”(in addition to making the US less traditional Christian), he says, is a drastic 

increase in US labor supply, which in turn has lowered the income of American families. 

Further, Buchanan even called for the building of a trench between the US and Mexico to stop 

illegal immigration. The trench would be called the “Buchanan fence”
149
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Interestingly, Buchanan moderated his rhetoric between his 1992 and 1996 election 

race. Historian Sara Diamond believes that his moderation was well calculated:  

Buchanan’s use of the anti-immigrant theme was crafty: he deployed it 

regularly as part of his fear-arousing arsenal, yet he sought to sidestep 

charges of crude and unbridled racism by blaming the problem on anonymous 

government agents.
150

 

The tactic of playing on immigration-fear while avoiding words and expressions that 

are blatantly racist was to be a trademark for the New Right. Segregation was an issue of the 

past and integration was a given.  

4.3 Free Trade – Or the lack thereof  

During the 1930s and 1940s, the issue of free trade did not easily fit into a 

conservative-liberal framework.
151

 President Franklin D. Roosevelt favored free international 

trade, as he claimed it would both benefit the American consumer with lower prices on goods, 

and give American industries room for expanding sales and investments. Republican Senator 

Robert Taft opposed free trade. He wanted to protect American manufacturers against global 

competition. His protectionist views were defended with the arguments that America had both 

all the people and natural resources to “go it alone economically”
152

. Taft believed that free 

trade between nations would create an interdependence that could force the U.S. into foreign 

wars:  

Taft had worked under Herbert Hoover during World War I to provide food 

and aid to a devastated Europe, and he believed that the United States had 

been pushed into the horrors of the Great War by just such international 

economic interests.
153

 

As such, Taft and other protectionists believed in high tariffs on imported goods. A 

particular class seemed to oppose Taft and his unilateralist economical views, Farber writes: 

“Businesspeople, particularly international financiers and large exporters, found this stance 

backward looking.”
154

 During the first period of modern Conservatism, protectionism was a 

well-established policy-position advanced by a big fraction within the Republican Party. In 
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opposition to Taft and the protectionists stood internationalists like liberal Democrats 

(Roosevelt) and moderate Republicans (Eisenhower and Presidential candidate Thomas E. 

Deewey) who welcomed free trade. They had the backing of the economic and financial elite 

on the coasts.
155

 

Barry Goldwater seems not to have had trade as his core policy case. It is not 

mentioned in his book The Conscience of a Conservative. Yet, Goldwater was one of only 

seven senators who voted down John F. Kennedy’s Trade Expansion Act of 1962.
156

 

Regular American folks were not only being destroyed by (il)legal immigration, 

according to Buchanan. Just as important in the destruction were American free trade deals. 

Buchanan was on a crusade against trade deals, believing they forced American workers to 

compete against a low-wage, non-regulated workforce of other countries:  

Next came the global trade deals that put American labor into competition with 

hundreds of millions of Latins, East Asians, Chinese, Eastern Europeans, and 

Russians. Energetic, talented, hungry, these workers will do the jobs 

Americans do, for a fraction of the pay an American family needs for a “living 

wage”.
157

 

Buchanan thus believes that the NAFTA-agreement that was negotiated by Bush Sr. 

and signed by Bill Clinton was a “disaster” for American workers. Also, Clinton’s signing of 

GATT in 1994 was just as disastrous.  

In contrast of his preferred ideal – national economy – Buchanan sees the development 

of the global economy. In this economy tariffs and import/export-quotas are low or 

nonexistent and goods move freely between countries. He traces the beginning of the global 

economy to the ideas of Adam Smith, but sees the practical beginning of it with John F. 

Kennedy’s Trade Expansion Act (TEA) of 1962. The act easily passed the House and Senate 

with bipartisan support. On the act Buchanan questions what happened to his previously 

protectionist party: 

The party of Lincoln, McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, and Cal Coolidge had 

been converted to free trade. Among the holdouts was Prescott Bush […] Bush 

led seven stalwarts, including Barry Goldwater, in principled but futile 

opposition. The century-old GOP tradition as the party that believed in high 
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tariffs to protect America’s manufacturing supremacy and standard of living 

was dead.
158

 

Whilst being a strong critic of free trade, Buchanan had to protect himself from his 

previous work for Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan. Reagan – mainly under corporate 

business-influence
159

 – is remembered as a free trader.  Thus, Buchanan – in his anti-free 

trade book The Great Betrayal – chooses to elevate the time Reagan almost initiated in a trade 

war with Japan: “Told that Harley-Davidson […] was about to go under and that Japanese 

dumping [of steel in the US market] was the cause, Reagan slapped a 50 percent tariff on the 

big Japanese motorcycles […] Protectionism worked.”
160

 

Buchanan continues with enthusiasm: “Free traders were shocked. This was industrial 

policy!”
161

 This side of Reagan is, according to Buchanan, forgotten and needs to be 

remembered. When tariffs and quotas are used systematically, US industry and manufacturing 

are the winners. This again leads to a victory to the regular American worker. These are old, 

forgotten lessons believes Buchanan, and they need to be checked up on again. 

4.4 Wars, Interventionism and Global 

Cooperation 

The historical consensus on Senator Robert Taft is that he was a unilateralist, rejecting 

American intervention against German Nazi and Japanese expansion in the 1930s and 

1940s
162

. On this unilateralism, David Farber writes that: “Taft believed that the United States 

did not need to defend other people’s freedom.”
163

 Taft feared the negative impact a war 

would have on American’s liberties, and he rejected the notion that American business needed 

direly to invest in Europe and Asia. The price – a global war – to insure this investment-

option was too high.  

However, in contrast to this consensus, in 1951 – only two years before he died – Taft 

wrote the book A Foreign Policy for Americans
164

. The book was written and published at the 

start of the second Red Scare. In it Taft rejects the Russian Soviet system, praises the U.S. 

free enterprise system (more on that in chapter 5) and demands a military buildup to combat 
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the communist agenda. On American foreign aid he wrote: “The Russian threat has become 

so serious today that […] we are justified in extending economic aid and military aid to many 

countries.”
165

 Having been one of the most outspoken critics of American interventionism, 

Taft began to bend some of his views. 

On American interventionism Taft wrote: 

We have had to adopt a policy of military alliances to deter, at least, the 

spread of Communist power[…] Again, we hope that with the decline of 

Russian power and the re-establishment of an international organization for 

peace such alliances may be unnecessary.
166

 

Taft changed his view on American intervention due his strong rejection of 

communism. Also, seeking the Republican presidential nomination (for the third time) he 

undoubtedly wanted to soften some of his most criticized stances to become more electable. 

He viewed these interventionist policies favorable only as means to achieve another end: an 

international organization that would make military alliances unnecessary.  

Dwight D. Eisenhower came close to give up his Republican presidential bid to Taft, 

but only if Taft could assure him that the U.S. would remain in and strengthen NATO to 

combat Soviet aggression
167

. In addition, Taft would have to convince Eisenhower that he 

believed in a system of collective security to combat communism. Facing feared communist 

expansion Taft had softened his non-interventionist stance, though he hedged in the meeting 

with Eisenhower. Taft’s softening was not enough to satisfy Eisenhower’s requirements of 

committed U.S. internationalism. Not convinced by Taft’s position on foreign policy and 

collective security through NATO, Eisenhower decided to run against him in the 1952 

Republican primaries. Taft ended up winning the popular vote, but Eisenhower would go on 

and win the nomination during the convention. 

Taft was a critic of NATO. Stating his reason of opposition he wrote: 

I felt it was contrary to the whole theory of the United Nations Charter, which 

had not then been shown to be ineffective, because I felt that it might develop 

aggressive features more likely to incite Russia to war than to deter it from 

war.
168
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This reason was coupled with the “free hand” policy. Taft wanted the U.S. to not have 

her hands tied to participate in a land war in Europe. Rather, the U.S. should have a free hand 

to choose which wars she would engage in. This free hand would ensure that the U.S. would 

only join wars where she had the most to gain by joining.
169

  

Taft’s proposed alternative to a military alliance like NATO was active participation in 

an organization like the United Nations. However, Taft strongly rejects the creation of an 

international state. He wrote that a plan to create a federal, international government with an 

army and power to control all nations would be: “[…] fantastic, dangerous and 

impractical.”
170

 A civil war would begin within 10 years he prophesized. His given reason for 

the dangerousness and impracticality was that:  

Here we would be attempting to unite peoples who do not understand even how 

their new fellow citizens begin to think; we would join democracies with 

dictatorships, Moslem states with Christian states, the Brahmin with the 

Rotarian, men who talk only Japanese with men who talk only English. We 

would attempt to unite the most highly civilized with the aborigines.
171

 

Taft’s language may be interpreted to reveal a rejection of the idea of integration of 

different people’s within a nation. He pits Christians against Muslims, and “the highly 

civilized” against a native people. Taft wants an international organization for peace, but he 

rejects the idea of a unified, multicultural world-state.  

Through his work Taft showed how a conservative non-interventionist policy could 

look like. He opposed any degree of American participation in other nations’ wars.  

Goldwater wanted a more aggressive foreign policy in 1964. Critchlow writes that 

Goldwater wanted to: “cut off foreign aid to socialist countries, end trade with the Eastern 

bloc and the Soviet Union, and […] roll back Soviet Communism.”
172

 Goldwater also 

criticized talks of arms control treaties, called for a first-strike nuclear strategy and generally 

distrusted any bilateral cooperation with the Soviet Union.
173

 Goldwater believed that 

Communism was on the rise in the world, and American efforts should be intensified to 

confront the threat. Democratic and moderate Republican ideas of containment were not 

enough. 
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To add to this, Goldwater criticized the American participation in the UN on several 

grounds:  

First, […] the United Nations provides a unique forum for Communist 

propaganda […] Second, the UN places an unwarranted financial burden on 

the American taxpayer […] The United states is currently defraying roughly a 

third of all United Nations expenses. That assessment should be drastically 

reduced. The UN should not operate as a charity.
 174

 

America being a patron of charity throughout the world is continuing theme in 

Goldwater’s foreign policy outlook. He claims that charity in and of itself is not a substantial 

argument for foreign aid or unilateral participation in global programs:  

I would rather put the question: Has the foreign Aid program […]made a 

compensating contribution toward winning the Cold War? […] It [the Foreign 

Aid program] cannot, that is to say, be defended as a charity.
175

 

While being critical of American foreign aid and the charity-like participation in the 

UN, Goldwater believes that American military alliances – NATO, SEATO (Southeast Asia 

Treaty Organization) and CENTO (Central Treaty Organization) – have thwarted Communist 

aggression throughout the world. Though, its drawbacks are that large swaths of land are not 

under any such alliance. Goldwater points specifically to the non-aligned nations of the 

Middle East, Africa and southern Asia. In addition, Goldwater points out that a military 

alliance is not aimed at combating “internal subversion” of communists.
176

  

Goldwater also points out the disadvantages of the fact that military alliances are 

defensive in their nature: “No nation at war, employing an exclusively defensive strategy, can 

hope to survive for long. Like the boxer who refuses to throw a punch, the defense-bound 

nation will be cut down sooner or later.”
177

 

In the speech Reagan lambasts the foreign policy of containment aimed towards global 

communism and the Soviet Union:  

They tell us that by avoiding a direct confrontation with the enemy he will 

learn to love us and give up his evil ways. All who oppose this idea are blanket 

indicted as war-mongers. Well, let us set one thing straight, there is no 

argument with regard to peace and war. It is cheap demagoguery to suggest 
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that anyone would want to send other people’s sons to war. The only argument 

is with regard to the best way to avoid war. There is only one sure way—

surrender. 
178

 

Reagan thus joined Goldwater in claiming that the U.S. is too defensive in its efforts 

aimed at communism. Reagan – both in rhetoric and action – intensified U.S. combat against 

communism and the Soviet Union.  

President Reagan doubled the military budget and supported anti-communist regimes 

and movements throughout the world.
179

 These aggressive foreign policy moves were to be 

labelled as the “Reagan Doctrine”. Critchlow believes that the Reagan Doctrine was in large 

part akin to the “peace through strength”-foreign policy championed by previous 

conservatives such as Barry Goldwater, William Buckley and (to some extent) Robert Taft.  

However, Reagan also engaged in talks with the USSR to sign an arms reduction 

treaty. These talks cumulated in the 1987 Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty, where both the 

U.S. and the USSR pledged reductions in nuclear weapons. There is a scholarly debate as to 

whether this was a logical part of the Reagan Doctrine, or whether it was a counterintuitive 

move by Reagan. On the one hand, Donald Critchlow writes that the “peace through 

strength”-strategy quite intuitively would result in an arms reduction.
180

 Arms reduction 

(“peace”) naturally follows the harsh rhetoric and actions (“strength”) made by the Reagan 

administration. On the other hand, David Farber writes that to actually sit down with the 

USSR and negotiate runs against: “the whole thrust of conservatives’ approach to fighting 

communism.”
181

 These two scholars difference of interpretation of the events and motivations 

of the Reagan administration could be a reflection of their intellectual and political bias. It is 

difficult to conclude which one carries most merit, though, both scholars point out the fact 

that Reagan saw the ABC program The Day After in 1983, which depicted how a nuclear war 

would devastate and leave the earth ruined. The film – according to his diary – left Reagan 

feeling “greatly depressed.”
182

 With reformer Mikhail Gorbachev as leader in the USSR, 

Reagan became willing to soften his rhetoric and begin negotiations to ease nuclear tensions.  

The paleocons could be said to stand for the opposite of neoconservatives. The 

neocons – led in part by Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld – wanted to recreate a “Cold War 

                                                 
178

 Reagan, A Time for Choosing, in Hillsdale College Politics Faculty, The U.S. Constitution: A Reader, 773-

783 
179

 Critchlow, Conservative Ascendancy, 192 
180

 Critchlow, Conservative Ascendancy, 192 
181

 Farber, Modern American Conservatism, 203 
182

 Farber, Modern American Conservatism, 204 



49 

 

Nationalism” after the fall of the Soviet Union. A new enemy had to be found in order to 

achieve the neocon goal of national mission and global responsibility for the US. After 9/11, 

the enemy became clear: “radical Islam”.
 183

 As such, paleocons opposed US interventions 

abroad. Instead, Buchanan wanted to recuperate business nationalism and a veiled racial 

nationalism. 

Buchanan and the paleocons rejected participation in United Nation-conducted wars, 

like Bush sr.’s war in Iraq in 1991 and NATO’s bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999.
184

 Regarding 

Buchanan’s response to the war in Iraq in 1991, a hint of anti-Zionism was shown. Buchanan 

believed that the Israeli Defense Ministry and the Israel-lobby were the only ones pushing for 

war.
185

 Going even further, the Buchanan and the paleocons professed that the 9/11 terror 

attacks against the US were to a great degree justified due to America’s crimes and presence 

abroad: “As Osama bin Laden said, they want us to stop propping up the Saudi regime they 

hate, and to get off the sacred Saudi oil on which sit the holiest shrines of Islam.”
186

 

4.5 Nationalism after the Cold War 

Cold war nationalism seems to contain a universalist approach to nationalism. The 

issue of ethnocentrism is not at all present in this category. The enemy was always 

international communism and its presumed vehicle: The Soviet Union. As such, to combat 

this threat, one would have to be careful not to dissociate other races, religious groups and 

nations. This would have been a compelling reason for many to strategically support a form of 

nationalism that did not see a divide between people of different races, religions and cultures. 

With the cold war ending between 1989 and 1991, a gap seemed to have opened up for 

the other forms of nationalism fronting ethnocentrism. The compelling reason of strategically 

supporting a non-ethnic form of nationalism disappeared. As a result the 90s became the era 

of the paleoconservatives and their racial nationalism. The Right’s total embrace of 

Christianity and patriotism, while also waging a holy war against legal and illegal 

immigration during this period showed that a new form of nationalism was front and center. 

In the wake of Buchanan and the paleoconservatives gains, the path for Donald Trump and his 

trumpism was forged.  
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4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to create a genealogy of the nationalism of trumpism. 

While it is difficult to map the nationalism of the persons and movements, some patterns do 

occur. 

It becomes clear that trumpism’s anti-Globalism and nationalism has a rich history 

within the Republican Party. Interestingly, all of Matthew Lyon’s right-wing nationalism 

categories are represented to some degree. First, racial nationalists are shown with William 

Buckley and Patrick Buchanan, with Buckley’s support of a racial segregated and European 

dominated Southern America and Buchanan’s proposed measures against legal and illegal 

immigration. Second, Senator Robert Taft shows how conservatives could be business 

nationalists. He was vocally anti-free trade and non-interventionist. And finally, James 

Burnham and Ronald Reagan mainly represented the Cold War nationalists, with their support 

(and in Reagan’s case also enactment) of policies meant to fight back the Soviet Union and 

spreading of American values throughout the world.  

Interestingly, Buchanan could just as well be placed under the same category as Taft: 

his crusade against immigration was just as economically as culturally grounded. His attacks 

on free trade also show this. Buchanan serves as an example that the categories of nationalism 

are intertwined. 

Buchanan and the paleoconservatives’ great strides during the 90s show how the 

universalist form of nationalism dwindled down when not being in a state of cold war. It was 

in this climate that the trumpist movement clearly started to emerge.  
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5 The Laissez-Faires Free Market 

Phillips-Fein believes that issues of race, culture and anticommunism have been the 

chief elements used by scholars when writing on the Right.  She believes that just as 

important to those elements are the antilabor and economic issues. This chapter will present 

the genealogy of trumpism’s Laissez-Faires free market economics. This will be achieved by 

looking at the modern intellectual history of antilaborism, anti-statism and the idea of a 

market free of hindrance by state taxes and regulations. 

Trumpism’s intellectual genealogy on the capitalistic free market, antilaborism and 

anti-statism is largely unified across the persons explored. However, there are some important 

differences which become evident to the person’s different roles in society. 

Since the field of antilaborism and economics of the Right have received little 

attention in the scholarship of conservatism
187

 this chapter will also include findings and 

discussions on Ronald Reagan’s economic and antilabor policies even though, as we shall see, 

they may be more conservative and less of the Right.  

This chapter deals with the conservatives’ ideas on economics. Though, since 

opposition to free trade and immigration was discussed in the previous chapter with the lens 

of nationalism, this chapter will leave those fields out, and rather look at economics without 

those elements. 

 

5.1 The Free Market and the State 

Senator Taft led the conservative opposition against The New Deal. James Prothro 

writes on the New Deal as such:  

The New Deal, it is submitted, involved the addition of a permanent increment 

to the main body of the American tradition, establishing beyond effective 

challenge the concept of government responsibility for alleviating mass 

economic distress, on the assumption that such distress stems from impersonal 

forces beyond the control of the individual rather than from personal 

deficiencies.
188
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Most important for Taft was to battle the practice and idea of government 

responsibility for alleviating economic distress. 

During their “dark days” of the New Deal conservatives stood principled and firmly 

against government and labor expansion. Still, their fellow party members participated in a 

pragmatic alliance with liberals. Julian Zelizer has shown how the core conservative tenet of 

government fiscal conservatism was interwoven within the New Deal: “Liberalism and fiscal 

conservatism have been interwoven since the construction of the New Deal state.”
189

 It was 

this alliance between moderate Republicans and liberals of the Democrats that the 

conservatives preached heavily against. Moderate Republicans would accept an expansion of 

the role of the state, as long as it was under a conservative fiscal restraint: “The key to some 

of the most durable state-building efforts in United States history has been a pragmatic 

alliance between liberals and moderate fiscal conservatives, who accepted an active role for 

government subject to budgetary constraints.”
190

 This alliance made the New Deal possible, 

and the conservative opposition to it made the conservatives of the Republican Party distrust 

non-conservatives of their own party.  

The idea of “trickle down”-economics was coined during the Reagan era. Yet, some of 

the same lines of reasoning was uttered by Taft during a speech made to The Mortgage 

Bankers Association of America in 1949: “Tax rates are so high that wealthier people have 

little interest in putting their money into a risk enterprise, and would rather buy Government 

bonds and get 2-1/2% for certain.”
191

 To Taft, then, the issue with too high government taxes 

is that they stifle the investment of wealthier people, which in turn yields fewer workplaces 

for regular American workers. The fear of low investment by those well off combined with a 

view that national medical care was something socialistic and fiscally irresponsible
192

 resulted 

in a view that wanted a very limited government, both in its income and expenses. Taft shows 

two sides to his anti-government views:  

A large government is evidently self-defeating due to the low investment that results 

from taxes 

Socialism is in itself something to avoid.  
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No. 2 is due to its demand for higher taxes, which in turn leads to issue no. 1. 

Although, Taft’s opposition to socialistic programs was also due to the climate of anti-

Communism during the 1940s and 1950s. 

Where some conservatives saw the capitalistic free market as the paramount economic 

system due to its efficiency and therefore supported it, William Buckley argued for the same 

free market due its consequences of increased virtue in the American society. The virtue he 

had in mind was that of traditional values and religiosity.  

In his book God and Man at Yale Buckley presents the economic courses and 

professors at Yale as collectivistic and (non-Revolutionary) Marxist. In doing this he sums up 

his view on what a growing state means for the economy and the American people:  

[…]no one should be so naïve as to expect that I could conjure up a list of 

professors and textbooks who advocate the overthrow, violently or otherwise, 

of all vestiges of capitalism in favor of an ironclad, comprehensive socialist 

state. There is very little of this at Yale; but this approach is not needed to 

accomplish, ultimately, the same transformation. Marx […] envisioned two 

broad lines of action that could be adopted to destroy the bourgeoisie: one was 

violent revolution; the other, a slow increase of state power, through extended 

social services, taxation, and regulation, to a point where a smooth transition 

could be effected from an individualistic to a collectivistic society.
193

 

Here Buckley paints a general picture that every attempt to increase taxation, federal 

social spending or diminish the free market with means of regulation, is an effort to transform 

American society towards socialism. These efforts could be instigated both consciously and 

unconsciously. It is important to note that when Buckley’s book was published it was widely 

recognized as being a broader comment on American discourse and not just on the teachings 

at Yale.
194

 Buckley, here, is showcasing what was most important to him throughout his 

intellectual life
195

: being on a warpath with naïve liberals rather than arguing with 

communism. Buckley does not bother to engage with reasons against a 

communistic/collectivistic economic system, instead he believes the reasons to be self-

evident: “[…] my remarks in this chapter [is] in no way [an] attempt to rebut the arguments of 

the collectivists.”
196
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Despite claiming to refrain from a discourse on the free market and its pros and cons, 

Buckley still manages to make his opinions known:  

As far as changing times and the welfare state are concerned, he [Professor 

Samuelson at Yale] adds that “‘Cradle-to-grave’ security has great popularity; 

if the private economy cannot supply it naturally, people will insist upon 

getting it artificially from governments.” There is not a word about the wisdom 

of this sort of economics […]”
197

  

Buckley then proceeds to ask the rhetorical question: “Can there be, over the long run, 

cradle-to-grave security served out by the government?”
198

 Buckley remarks that Professor 

Samuelson withholds his judgement on Buckley’s question due to the professor’s “[complete] 

reliance on the state”
199

 

These remarks, in addition to several others in the book, follow Taft’s economic 

principles. Buckley questions the legitimacy of economists’ claims that many took for 

granted. His questions throughout the book serve as reminders to people that conservatism 

should still be a valid intellectual position. Buckley restrains himself from presenting 

arguments that serve the conservative cause, rather, quite elegantly, his critical questions of 

the existing dogmas of his time makes the intellectual elite seem naïve and unwise. 

Barry Goldwater shared many of Taft’s views on labor and the role of the state in the 

free market. Goldwater opposed what he called “New Republicanism”, which was most 

symbolized by Eisenhower’s secretary of labor Arthur Larson. Goldwater cites Larson from 

Larson’s book “A Republican Looks at his Party” (1956): “if a job has to be done to meet the 

needs of the people, and no one else can do it, then it is the proper function of the federal 

government.”
200

 Such words caused the upmost dismissal by conservatives. To Goldwater, 

Larson, the moderates of the Republican Party had everything upside down:  

They [Larson and those who agree with him] reflect the view of a majority of 

the leaders of one of our parties, and of a strong minority among the leaders of 

the other, and they propound the first principle of totalitarianism: that the 

State is competent to do all things and is limited in what it actually does only 

by the will of those who control the State.
201
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Goldwater saw an expansion of the state and its role in the economy as a dangerous 

path that very well could lead to totalitarianism. His words reveal a perspective of the state as 

an institution that is ever-expanding, evil and a destroyer of freedom. This is the direct 

opposite of the liberal and moderate Republican perspective: there are evil and needs in the 

world that the state can help to alleviate. Goldwater and the conservatives saw the state as a 

direct cause of more evil and greater needs. 

Goldwater wants little or no interference in the free market. He believes that the 

government intervention in agricultural production during the New Deals resulted in: 

“production controls that restrict freedom, high consumer prices, huge crop surpluses and a 

gigantic tax bill […]”
202

 He presents a solution to low farm incomes in the US:  

If the nation’s farmers are permitted to sell their produce freely, at price 

consumers are willing to pay, they will, under the law of supply and demand, 

end up producing roughly what can be consumed in national and world 

markets.
203

 

Furthermore, a 1964 article
204

 in The New York Times tracks Goldwater’s vote record 

in the Senate. The article shows that Goldwater’s votes correspond with his ideas and rhetoric 

in Conscience of a Conservative: he voted against a $2.5 billion school construction bill, 

against increases in the national debt several times, and for a bill that would severely limit 

medical care for elderly through Social Security. Goldwater showed, along with Taft, how a 

principled conservative of the Republican Party should act legislatively.  

James Burnham – as a past socialist – sees the economy and the state in it as part of a 

wider class struggle. In his most famous work, The Managerial Revolution, he assumes a 

Marxist worldview of power:  

A ruling class, we have seen, means a group of persons who, by virtue of 

special social-economic relations, exercises a special degree of control over 

access to the instruments of production and receives preferential treatment in 

the distribution of the product of these instruments.
205

 

Social dominance was in the hands of the aristocracy during the feudal period, and 

then shifted over to the class of the capitalists or bourgeois. Burnham then predicts that a new 

class will dominate, namely the managerial class: “What is occurring in this transition is a 
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drive for social dominance, for power and privilege, for the position of ruling class, by the 

social group or class of the managers.”
206

 

Burnham’s reasons to predict this is due to the vast expansion of the state and state-

owned industries. When no major industries are in private hands, only the top officers of the 

state will have the power to make major decisions over the economy. 

In adjunction to the growth of the managerial takeover of power, Burnham predicts a 

rise in ideologies that defend the takeover and continuation of power exercise: “The 

ideologies expressing the social role and interests and aspirations of the managers […] have 

not yet been fully worked out.”
207

 He continues by claiming that the American version of 

these upcoming ideologies is “New Dealism” and “technocracy”.
208

 The ideas of Burnham, 

here, closely resemble Karl Marx’s theory of basis and superstructure: the foundation of the 

economy and the state shapes the society’s ideologies. In return, the ideologies help to 

maintain the power structure by justifying it. Where Burnham strays away from Marx is by 

predicting the rise of this new class of managerials that Marx had not identified in his own 

theories. Burnham could then be said to leave Marx and enter the territory of Machiavelli: 

viewing politics as an endless struggle for dominance, while also regarding all ideologies as 

disguised rationalizations for one’s self-interest.  

Burnham fears the dangers of economic collectivization. On it he writes:  

Economic collectivization, thus, which was originally advertised as the 

guarantor of the economic emancipation of all mankind, turns out in practice 

to permit the most concentrated of all forms of mass exploitation.
209

 

While earlier focusing
210

 on the exploitation that occurs under a capitalistic system, 

Burnham now writes on the danger of mass exploitation that certainly occurs under 

communism. Furthermore, Burnham insists that the dangers of economic collectivization are 

very present under a technocratic government, such as Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal-

society would lead to.  

Ronald Reagan was governor in America’s largest state for two terms and also United 

States president for just as many years. His four terms of leadership roles provides many 

examples where he uttered his version of a conservative economic policy. Interestingly, his 
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rhetoric fails during several occasions to match his executive and legislative agenda. Yet, 

some historians suggest that Reagan’s greatest contribution in establishing a conservative 

economic policy was by paving way rhetorically and intellectually for changes to be made 

later. 

This road was paved with Reagan’s eloquent and impressive oratory skills. In his first 

inauguration he stressed the three basics of a conservative economic policy when confronting 

the energy crises, high unemployment and rising inflation:  

Can we, who man the ship of state, deny it is somewhat out of control? […]  

Adding to our troubles is a mass of regulations imposed on the shopkeeper, the 

farmer, the craftsman, professionals, and major industry that is estimated to 

add $100 billion to the price of the things we buy, and it reduces our ability to 

produce.
211

 

Reagan continued in the address to the Congress:  

This plan is aimed at reducing the growth in government spending and taxing 

[…] And I'm asking that you join me in reducing direct Federal spending by 

$41.4 billion in fiscal year 1982.
212

 

Reagan, then, formulated the known basics of the conservative view on the economy: 

lowering taxes, lessening regulation and running a conservative fiscal policy of low spending. 

These are all tenants of conservatism that Taft, Goldwater and Buckley all shared with the 

president, but with Reagan they became mainstream conceptions. 

However, historians point out that Reagan’s ideology and his utterance of it stand 

against what he practiced both as governor and president. In these roles Reagan proved to be a 

politician willing to compromise on his ideology in order to achieve parts of his agenda and 

control the economy. 

Hugh Heclo writes of Reagan’s legacy as president that:  

In practice Ronald Reagan handed down to the future a combination of 

rhetorical and financial pressures that did restrain the growth of domestic 

government. But he and his administration did little to enact - or even prepare 
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the groundwork for - an agenda of limited government. The overall result was 

to consolidate rather than roll back America's middle-class welfare.
213

 

Being in leadership roles where he wanted to achieve executive and legislative 

success, Reagan had to moderate his actions in order to make deals across the political aisle 

and not alienate too many political moderates in California as governor and in the US as 

president.  

As governor of California from 1966 through 1974, Reagan began his first tenure 

calling for the largest tax increase in Californian history. Reagan did this in order to balance 

the state’s budget, which had been in a financial and deficit-crisis when he took over.
214

 

Despising his own measures to get the budget under control, Reagan turned to the foremost 

free-market economist in the world, Milton Friedman, to draft a state constitutional 

amendment that would put a cap on future increases in state taxation and spending. The 

amendment, known as Proposition 1, was voted down by Californians in 1973. Reagan would 

float the same idea during his second inaugural address in 1985:  

[…] we must take further steps to permanently control government's power to tax and 

spend. We must act now to protect future generations from government's desire to spend its 

citizens' money and tax them into servitude when the bills come due. Let us make it 

unconstitutional for the Federal Government to spend more than the Federal Government 

takes in.”
215

 

This relentless fight to achieve a state or federal constitutional amendment shows how 

important the conservative fiscal struggle was to Reagan. Also, by raising taxes while 

simultaneously fighting on the ballot to create a conservative economic policy for the future 

by law, Reagan shows his skill and will of pragmatism. 

As mentioned, despite shows of compromise, Reagan always had a clear focus of what 

he wanted to do with the economy. And the foremost issue for Reagan was lowering taxes, as 

he states in his announcement to run for the presidency in 1979: “The key to restoring the 

health of the economy lies in cutting taxes.”
216

 

Reagan, while fighting for a limited government, echoes Robert Taft by stating that 

the state does have some role in providing for those worst off in society:  
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At the same time, we need to get the waste out of federal spending.  This does not 

mean sacrificing essential services, nor do we need to destroy the system of benefits which 

flow to the poor, the elderly, the sick and the handicapped.  We have long since committed 

ourselves, as a people, to help those among us who cannot take care of themselves.
217

 

Reagan does believe in some of the state-welfare support for some people. His strife 

with state expenditure is more with the belief that too many people are on the welfare rolls 

undeservingly. Also, Reagan wants to shift the welfare burden away from the state and over 

to the private sector by means of a private healthcare system. His words did match his actions 

in position of leadership: in 1971 Reagan devised a compromise that would both cut the 

amount of people on welfare rolls, while simultaneously increasing the payments to those 

who remained on the rolls.
218

 

Patrick Buchanan – like most of the conservatives since WWII – praises the 

democratic capitalism of the west. He generally wants the market to be as free as possible. 

Though, interestingly, he follows Taft’s example and points out certain flaws of the market. 

As discussed in chapter four, Buchanan firmly distrusts free trade deals and believes that free 

trade has devastated American industry. This notion of distrust towards a global free market 

will not be further discussed, but is relevant to keep in mind as Buchanan’s views on the 

economy and economics is discoursed.  

Buchanan sums up his views on economics in Right from the Beginning:  

The principal economic task, then, of the federal government should be to 

protect and preserve our free system of democratic capitalism, to guarantee a 

stable currency, and to get the hell out of the way.
219

 

As factors of failure of economic interventionism (i.e. Keynesianism) Buchanan points 

towards the: “$2 trillion debt [and] the $200 billion deficit,”
220

 that was recorded in 1988.  

As a matter of one’s self-respect, Buchanan believes that a progressive tax-system is 

utterly wrong. He cites “fairness under the law”
221

 as reason to implement a flat tax: a system 

where every person taxes the same percent of their income, and points to Reagan’s reform of 

the tax code where the top marginal tax rate was slashed from 70% to 50%. 
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5.2 Laissez-Faires’ Shortcomings 

Taft – paving the way for the conservative dogma on economic policies – interestingly 

acknowledges the capitalistic free market’s shortcomings when speaking on the issue of poor 

housing in the US:  

It is quite true that some kind of shelter is provided at our present system at 

rents which can be paid, but the lowest income group has necessary gravitated 

to the sub-standard housing, for the most part in city slums. No one is saying 

that the private builders are to blame for the situation, but it seems to be the 

inevitable result of present conditions. While I am a great believer in the 

system of free enterprise, this happens to be a field where it has failed to find a 

solution.
222

 

Taft refuses to blame the private sector for this shortcoming. In this refusal lies an 

implicit acceptance and approval of the private sector’s pursuit for maximum profit with no 

liability for the society beyond what the law demands. To Taft the free market decides and 

society must follow, evident since Taft proposes no measure or thought to fix the shortcoming 

he acknowledges.  

Buchanan wants the market to be as free as possible from government taxes and 

regulation, but he also acknowledges that some regulations are in order. When discussing 

some ideas of federal regulation he thinks are crazy and farfetched, he ends by writing that: 

“requiring shatterproof glass in new cars is not [foolish and farfetched].”
223

 And he defends 

this claim by saying that:  

Ideas have consequences; and all ideas are not equal. The Republican party 

should stand for traditional values, even when that means standing against 

laissez-faires […] The greatness of a country and the goodness of its people 

are not to be measured by its GNP.
224

 

This idea of going against laissez-faires in order to reach some higher goals (defined 

by traditional values) leads Buchanan towards the same camp as William Buckley and his 

view on the economy. The economy and its growth are not an ends in itself, but a means in 

order to reach another end: societal virtue through religion and tradition. 
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5.3 Conservative View on Labor Unions 

Farber writes that Taft was a politician, and not an ideologue.
225

 As such, Taft did not 

want to dismantle the system of collective bargaining and unions in general; rather, he 

believed that their power had grown too greatly during the New Deal-era. Interestingly, there 

were other conservatives at the time who wanted to go further than Taft. One such person was 

Ohio Governor John Bricker, who ran against fellow Republican Thomas Dewey in 1944. 

Bricker spoke against the entirety of the New Deal when he joined the Republican ticket with 

Dewey: "Not only has the New Deal depleted our resources, recklessly spent our money, but 

it has undermined the very spiritual foundations of our government."
226

 Still, Taft was never a 

moderate in his party when dealing with economics. His party counterparts were the likes of 

Dwight Eisenhower, Nelson Rockefeller and Richard Nixon. These men and the faction of 

“East Coast Republicans” accepted and embraced several key elements of the New Deal, 

mainly as a political necessity. As with the issues of free trade and international participation, 

the Republican Party saw another split. And this time the conservatives pushed further than 

the rest of their party in empowering the corporate sector on behalf of the state and labor 

unions. 

In pursuing these ideals of non-expansion of the state and labor unions, Taft 

participated heavily in the passing of the Labor Management Relations Act of 1947, known as 

the Taft-Hartley Act (THA). THA gave employers broader means to combat unionization 

campaigns, it prohibited the union-shop, and it outlawed several tactics of the labor 

movement.  

On THA, Taft wrote four years after its enactment:  

The Taft-Hartley Act expressly recognizes not merely the right of employees to join 

labor unions and participate in group activities, but also a corresponding right to 

refrain from doing so if they choose. To protect this right the law forbids a labor 

organization to coerce individual employees into signing up with a union or joining a 

strike being conducted by a union. Such coercion frequently takes the form of mass 

picketing by large numbers of union members who, by abusive language, threats, and 

frequently actual violence, compel employees to stay out of a plant, al- though by 

trying to continue work they have indicated their desire to have no part in the strike. If 

our national labor laws are to assure genuine freedom of employees to choose 
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whether they will join an organization and what form they will join, then laws 

obviously should prohibit all coercion, and not merely coercion from one source-

employers.
227

 

On this labor-issue, Taft puts heavy weight on freedom. He believes that people can 

join labor unions if they please, but coercive tactics of unions to restrain non-members from 

working is too much for Taft. The act and Taft’s ideas on it would become a conservative 

orthodoxy for the decades to come: unions and their right to collective bargaining were here 

to stay, but the powers of unions had grown too large and had to be restrained in order to 

guarantee Americans “real freedom”. 

The act was a hard blow to the American labor movement, one which some argue the 

movement has never recovered from.
228

 Maybe more important than the actual measures in 

the act was the symbolic effect the act had: after a period of sympathy and gains to the labor 

movement, corporate America had not been defeated and was now back in business to restore 

the former relationship between state, unions and business.  

Goldwater was very much aligned with Taft in regards to the views towards labor 

unions: the labor movement was too militant and had too much influence in the US, which in 

turn limited everyone’s freedoms. However, after Taft’s passing in 1952 the American view 

of labor unions grew even more hostile. Labor unions were now not just perceived as too 

powerful, they were also dictatorial headed by a conspiratorial leadership. 

The prelude to this view was the McClellan Committee's investigations into labor 

racketeering in the late 1950s. On these hearings Jefferson Cowie writes:  

The racketeering hearings not only tarnished organized labor's national 

reputation but also helped launch the modern conservative movement and its 

godfather, Barry Goldwater. While US labor historians have spent a great deal 

of effort understanding anticommunism as a factor in labor's postwar 

weakness, David Witwer's contribution to this volume looks at the silent twin of 

right-wing anticommunism: the fear of the "menace" of union corruption.
229

 

Goldwater seized on these sentiments in his book: “Congress has still to come to grips 

with the real evil in the Labor field. Graft and corruption are symptoms of the illness that 

besets the labor movement, not the cause of it.”
230

 Goldwater believed that the cause of this 

was that the labor unions had concentrated too much power in the hands of their leaders. 
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Goldwater’s gripe with this was that the corrupted labor unions would in turn lead to contract 

terms for employers that would result in huge inefficiencies, raise prices of goods and 

services and thus lower the welfare of every American. 

Goldwater, like Taft has no issue with the institution of labor unions in themselves. He 

wishes not to abolish unions or deprive them of certain gains. Instead, he seeks to restore a 

fairer role for labor unions in the free society of America. This line of reasoning was part of 

what was later called “the racketeer scare". Cowie writes that this scare worked in tandem 

with the red scare:  

The parallel nature of these movements restricted the labor movement on both 

its right and left flanks. Warnings about the "red menace" and the "racketeer 

menace" typically came from the same voices on the political right, who 

frequently pointed out the parallel nature of these conspiracies. Such fears of 

antidemocratic movements fueled the creation of the Taft-Hartley Act, drove 

the national embarrassments of the McClellan hearings, and finally, proved 

supportive of conservative vote harvesting.
231

 

Reminiscent of both Taft and Goldwater, Reagan vocally supported worker’s right to 

assemble and to engage in collective bargaining: “Let me make one thing plain. I respect the 

right of workers in the private sector to strike. Indeed, as president of my own union, I led the 

first strike ever called by that union.”
232

 Before being governor, Reagan had even been the 

leader of the Screen Actors Guild.  

All the same, his actions against unions are considered to be hard-hitting. First, as 

governor, his confrontation with César Chávez and the National Farm Workers Association’s 

(NFWA) showed that he was willing to: “go well beyond the usual rhetoric of disapproval, 

right-to-work, anti-unionism, and the “selling of free enterprise”
233

 in order to bust the 

worker’s movement. Reagan rejected the notion that the farmers were exploited and under 

hardship, and also alluded to that the worker’s had been duped by a radical labor elite led by 

Chávez: “I do not believe in what is going on at Delano, and I don’t think it represents the 

thinking of the workers.”
234

 Reagan’s implication of a labor elite conning the regular worker 

comes across as a tribute to Goldwater’s explicit claims of conspiracy within a “labor elite” 

                                                 
231

 Cowie, Conservative Turn, 72 
232

 Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, “Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session With Reporters on the 

Air Traffic Controllers Strike” 
233

 Holmes, Corporate Conservatives, 56 
234

 Holmes, Corporate Conservatives, 61 



64 

 

during the “labor menace” of the 50s. Reagan, nevertheless, proved to utter words less 

conspiratorial than Goldwater.  

Harsh means followed Reagan’s words against Chávez and the strikers. Facing a strike 

of 2/3 of the grower’s workforce in 1967, Reagan authorized the use of prison inmates and 

welfare recipients to replace the striking agriculture workers. The strike’s legality was in 

question, and historian Todd Holmes believes that any California governor would have to take 

drastic action to resolve a dispute like the one Reagan faced due to the industry being 

California’s largest. Nonetheless, Holmes’ work with the available historical records of 

Reagan’s governorship shows that no attempt was made to attain a pragmatic solution, nor 

was there any attempt at mediation. Reagan dealt with the large NFWA strikes of 1967 the 

harshest way possible. 

5.4 Reagan – The Corporate Conservative? 

Finally, some historians point to Reagan being a different brand of conservative, 

namely a corporate conservative. This due to the great influence affluent businessmen had on 

Reagan’s campaigns and administrations. 

Holmes attributes, for instance, Reagan’s harsh treatment of labor unions as 

implementation of his ideology of “conservative corporatism”. Holmes makes the case that 

the men who drove Reagan’s gubernatorial campaign in 1967 were wealthy businessmen 

whose primary concern was a milder business climate. The men most important to Reagan 

were auto dealer Holmes Tuttle and oilman Henry Salvatori. Holmes writes of their 

importance: “[they] built, organized, and largely directed Reagan’s gubernatorial campaign, 

while providing a never-ending stream of financial resources.”
235

 Tuttle would after Reagan’s 

landslide victory handpick the new administration’s top forty positions.  

Reagan’s influence by big business continued as president: he dealt harshly with the 

1981 PATCO strike, while also allowing Tuttle to personally select Reagan’s cabinet 

appointments. Holmes continues
236

 by arguing against the historical revisionist focus on the 

“pragmatic Reagan”. He believes this neglects the immense corporate influence that affected 

Reagan’s actions, rhetoric and ideology. He also believes that Reagan’s corporate influence 

differentiates him from conservatives akin to Goldwater. 
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It becomes apparent that Reagan differs from the rest of the conservatives, especially 

due to his business influence. He gave more tax breaks to businesses than any other president 

since WWII, and the US saw the greatest concentration of wealth since the New Deal. He also 

– as laid out in chapter four – doubled the military budget and saw the US federal debt 

increase from 30% of GDP to 50% of GDP.
237

 These results go against – for instance – the 

conservative economic orthodoxy of small public expenditure and debt. On the other hand, 

Reagan is the only conservative to have made it to the white house. A case could be made that 

Reagan had to woe wealthy individuals in order to raise the funds and connections needed to 

win the presidency, and thus their influence over Reagan as well as their help to him was 

present. Against this argument is the fact that Reagan owed his entire political career to these 

wealthy businessmen: he had no prior political experience (like Goldwater had had during his 

run in 1964), he had charisma and good looks, but no political knowledge of or contacts in 

California. And lastly Reagan wanted to emulate the style of Calvin Coolidge: not being the 

decision maker, but rather the CEO who represented and implemented the ideas of his board 

of directors (i.e. the cabinet and his advisors).
238

 

Against this line of reasoning is the instance of Regan’s arms reduction with the USSR 

by 1987. As mentioned in chapter four, Reagan had been personally affected by a TV-series 

depicting a nuclear holocaust. Reagan then proceeded to engage in diplomatic talks with the 

“evil empire”. This initiative seems to have been his own, and shows that he could take 

command and be a decider on certain issues.  

The actual degree of decision making on Reagan’s behalf is still a puzzle yet to be 

fully solved, though it seems fair to conclude that Reagan was more beholden to corporate 

business interests than the other conservatives focused on in this thesis. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

To conclude, trumpism’s intellectual genealogy’s view towards economics is that 

valuable freedom is freedom from government interference in the marketplace. Goods and 

services interchange most efficiently under a liberal, free market capitalistic society. No other 

economic system or order is ever floated by any of the conservative persons.  
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Where trumpism’s conservative origins do differ is as to whether free market 

capitalism is an end in itself due to its effectiveness, or whether capitalism is the best vessel in 

order to achieve a more moral society. Buckley and Buchanan believe the latter, while Taft 

and Regan believe the former. Burnham and Goldwater, however, both fear state intervention 

in the economy because they fear going down a path towards socialism and collectivism.  

Several of the conservative figures are indeed able of asking critical questions of their 

preferred system. Taft admits to capitalism’s shortcomings in dealing with adequate housing 

for all, Reagan wants the government to provide welfare for the poorest, and Buchanan sees 

common sense in having some government regulation of the market. And Burnham writes of 

how capitalism surely is exploitive of some workers. Buckley and Goldwater, however, show 

no sign of a systematic critic. Despite some recognition of their preferred system’s 

shortcomings, they all still believe it is the best economic system we have. 

The conservatives are largely in the same company when establishing their intellectual 

viewpoints on labor unions. Taft detested their great gains during the New Deal-era, and 

fought legislatively to curve their power. He did this with the passage of the 1947 Taft-

Hartley Act. Goldwater shared Taft’s belief of the too-powerful labor unions. Moreover, 

Goldwater also viewed the labor elite conspiratorially. Reagan would share some of the same 

rhetoric as he fought the strikes of Cesar Cháves in California in 1967. In this strike, and later 

the PATCO strike, Reagan would prove to fight mercilessly and refuse to attempt mediation.  

Fascinatingly, no sign of economic populism was found in any of the conservative 

figures. The orthodoxy of low taxes, few regulations and small state expenditure, was 

consistent across the board. The only possible exception was Reagan. Being a governor and a 

president, he had to have a more pragmatist approach to win elections. Goldwater’s lack of 

compromise dealt him a great loss. As such, Reagan bloated the federal debt, raised welfare 

payments for the poorest in California as governor, and did little as president to undo the 

Great Society of Lyndon Johnson. Reagan’s foremost effort to undo that came in the form of 

his rhetoric, which pawed the way for welfare reform later under Bill Clinton. Ironically, 

Reagan was also the conservative figure under the greatest influence of affluent corporate 

business-forces.  
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6 Populism  

Populism is something different from mere political discontent, writes Spruyt, 

Keppens and Van Droogenbroeck: 

The "people centrism" (cf. Rooduijn and Pauwels 2011) component in 

populism - that is, the representation of the people as a pure and homogeneous 

group whose will should be the crucial reference for politicians - is the element 

that theoretically distinguishes populism from mere political discontent: 

"Populism is not just a reaction against power structures but an appeal to a 

recognized authority.”(Canovan 1999, 4)
239

 

This distinction is important to bear in mind when establishing the intellectual 

genealogy of populism within the conservative movement. In addition to the “people 

centrism”, a minimal definition of populism should include the four components laid out in 

chapter two:  

1. A worldview of two homogenous groups: “the people” vs. “the elites” 

2. The two groups are antagonistic 

3. “The people” are virtuous and “the elites” are denigrated  

4. “The people’s” will is the ultimate source of legitimacy 

Spruyt, Keppens and Van Droogenbroeck also note that politicians can play on 

populist sentiments in a society either strategically or out of a genuine conviction. 

This chapter searches for the components proposed above throughout the intellectual 

discourse of figures of the conservative movement since WWII.  

6.1 Robert Taft 

Robert Taft was one of the first figures within the modern conservative movement that 

led one of the sides in the divide within the Republican Party between “East Coast 

Republicans” and “Mid-Western Conservatives”. Taft sought his party’s presidential 

nomination in 1940, 1948 and 1952. And in 1944 he supported John Bricker of Ohio, a fellow 

conservative. Taft’s loss to East Coast Republicans in every attempt was something he 

credited to his lack of charisma:  
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The problem, he [Taft] wrote a colleague, was that presidential politics had 

become a kind of game in which he had too few skills. “The public sentiment of 

the day, fostered and promoted by the newspapers, magazines and 

columnists,” he bitterly noted, is “to regard politics as a show in which only an 

actor can be promoted.”
240

 

Amusingly, it would take the conservatives an actor, Reagan, to with the White House. 

Taft’s comments on his losses tell of a political system in change. For instance, by 1951there 

were 12 million television sets in American households, where there had been only some 

hundreds in 1940.
241

 Taft admits to his lack of charisma and likeability in the world of 

national media, and thus refuses to credit his movement’s losses to the ideas they propose. His 

dismissal of his charismatic skills reveals a sentiment of him admitting that his own person is 

not popular enough to reach through to enough voters. As such, Taft is no populist.  

On the other hand, Taft believes that his political ideas are for “the ordinary people” 

and his end goal is to strengthen the “maintenance of popular government under the 

constitution.”
242

 Throughout his book, Taft paints a picture where an elite in the departments 

rule over and not with ordinary people:  

I think it is fair to say that the State Department has adopted an attitude of 

hostility toward Congress and an unwillingness to submit any matter to 

Congress if it thinks it can possibly carry it through without such submission. It 

shows a complete distrust of the opinion of the people, unless carefully nursed 

by State Department propaganda.
243

 

He continues by explaining why this elite is hostile to Congress and the people:  

They are obviously afraid of popular government, thinking that the people are 

too dumb to understand foreign policy and might oppose policies which these 

blind followers favor but which the people think may lead to war.
244

 

Taft claims that ordinary people will always oppose war, while the internationalist 

elites of the Republican and Democratic Party will always strive for it. Taft’s anti-

internationalist’s view of non-intervention (discussed in chapter four) can thus in part be 

explained by his belief in peace and the ordinary people’s desire for it.  
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In Taft’s populist beliefs and rhetoric it is important to note that he includes Congress 

as part of the people. To him, Congress is the voice of the people due to the system of 

election. Taft, then, sees no inherent flaws in the political system that would make top federal 

politicians part of the elite. To Taft, only some politicians (alongside the State Department) 

are part of the elite: the internationalists of both major parties. And all in all, Taft’s appeal to 

populism remained mild. Nonetheless, Taft was a trailblazer with the use of populist rhetoric. 

If modern US conservatism – as we know it today –started as a reaction against the New Deal 

(as parts of the scholarship propose) then Taft would have been one of the very first to start 

framing conservatism as a populist rebellion against snotty elitists bureaucrats in the US 

government. 

6.2 Barry Goldwater 

Where Robert Taft mildly used a populist rhetoric, David Farber writes that Barry 

Goldwater: “[…] helped invent a modern, populist conservatism.”
245

 In his book Conscience 

of a Conservative Goldwater proposes a worldview wherein power constantly tries to 

concentrate:  

[…] the corrupting influence of power, the natural tendency of men who 

possess some power to take unto themselves more power. The tendency leads 

eventually to the acquisition of all power – whether in the hands of one or 

many makes little difference to the freedom of those left on the outside.
246

 

Goldwater, then, believes that a portion of the population is “left on the outside” of 

power. This portion in America is the conservatives and the defenders of freedom. 

Goldwater’s words are harsh, as he writes that: “we were swindled.”
247

 As to whom the 

swindlers are Goldwater is clear: “The Achesons and Larsons have had their way. The system 

of restraints has fallen into disrepair. […] The result is Leviathan, a vast national authority out 

of touch with the people.”
248

 Echoing Taft, Goldwater writes that some politicians and 

bureaucrats in high offices are the unchecked elite. Though, Goldwater goes further than Taft 

in that he names the politicians he sees as the elite, and remarkably both were members of 
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Goldwater’s own party: Dean Acheson as Secretary of State under Eisenhower, and Arthur 

Larson as speechwriter for Eisenhower. Eisenhower  

Goldwater offers a solution to the problem of uncontrolled state power of the elites: 

state power must be checked by others than themselves. This check is done by the people 

when they vote for candidates that will: 

1. Limit federal spending 

2. Trim the scope of government activities (owning land for instance) 

3. Less government taxation 

4. Less government presence in individuals’ daily lives
249

 

Goldwater’s plays on populist sentiments, then, is something he links to his views on 

other policy-issues such as state economics and civil liberties. Like Taft, Goldwater plays on 

the grassroots, mid-western conservative attitudes that exist within the Republican Party. This 

movement he attempted to galvanize had lost for several decades against the East Coast, 

moderate Republicans of Dwight Eisenhower, Nelson Rockefeller and Thomas Dewey.  

In the 1950s and 1960s white Christians were angry and politically disillusioned. To 

them it seemed as if communists were taking over the state and schools, forcing religion and 

traditional values out.
250

 They were also angry at forced mixing and integration of the whites 

and African Americans. Goldwater amplified the voices of this populist grassroots of right-

wing, anticommunist “suburban warriors”. Goldwater’s perceived courage to speak frank on 

race-mixing and (inter)national communist threats was reciprocated by the movement; the 

anger turned into mobilization, and thus a new conservative rank-and-file within the 

Republican Party was created by 1960 with Barry Goldwater as their champion.
251

 

6.3 Ronald Reagan 

Gerard De Groot writes that Ronald Reagan’s success in politics was due to his 

appearance as a non-politician:  

                                                 
249

 Goldwater, Conscience, 11-12 
250

 Farber, Modern American Conservatism, 80 
251

 Contemporary historians of the 1960s, such as Richard Hofstadter, argued that the conservative suburban 

warriors were caused by a felt “status anxiety”. The same anxiety had affected rural populists during the late 

1800s. As such, Hofstadter drew the populist sentiments to a time where great immigration and the industrial 

revolution had created status anxiety, while the populists of the 1960s were caused by racial demands for 

equality, the mass-media and capitalism. These intellectuals believed that the suburban warriors were alienated 

from the American culture because of having a propensity towards authoritarianism. This condescending 

analysis has later been often refuted and rewritten. 



71 

 

Unease with Reagan's success arises not simply from an abhorrence of his 

politics, but from the fact that he was an obvious non-politician who succeeded 

brilliantly and with such apparent ease in a politician's world. But that is 

precisely the essence of his revolution; he gave expression to the voters' 

profound estrangement from traditional politics. The fact that he was an actor 

made his job of convincing voters easier.
252

 

Running for the governorship in California in 1966, Reagan and his team drove 

Reagan’s non-politician label home by creating a new label:  

Reagan turned his lack of political experience to advantage by playing upon 

the public's disenchantment with career politicians. He announced his 

candidacy on 4 January 1966 by saying Ί am not a politician in the sense of 

ever having held public office, but I think I can lay claim to being a "citizen 

politician".
253

 

One of Reagan’s political consultants throughout all of his campaigns – Stuart Spencer 

– later recalled the 1966 gubernatorial race that it was not enough to just call Reagan a citizen 

politician. The opponent – incumbent governor Pat Brown – had to be smeared as well:  

The other side of the coin was to stress that Brown was a politician, with all 

the negative baggage that label implied. Reagan claimed, for instance, that 

Brown was 'aided by his well-oiled and heavily financed machine - a somewhat 

ironic charge.
254

 

De Groot writes that Reagan’s appeal to voters as a non-politician was not only a 

populist strategy; it was also a part of Reagan’s populist political ideology.
255

 This ideology 

of populism consisted of a government mobilizing people to do figure out problems by private 

initiatives and programs, and not be run from cradle-to-grave by the state. An important 

element to this message was that government welfare was to be cut.  

An important dimension to Reagan’s populism is his echoing of James Burnham in 

lambasting federal bureaucrats and consultants (i.e. the same class as Burnham’s managers) as 

leeches of American tax money. During an interview with The New York Times in 1983 

Reagan blamed Federal welfare programs for America’s economic downturn:  

The President said the Great Society social programs, enacted in the Johnson 

Administration of the 1960's, increased the percentage of American families in 
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poverty. Such programs financed ''jobs for an army of Federal bureaucrats and 

consultants,'' he said, but ''put a huge burden on the productive sector of the 

American society.
256

 

Reagan then went on to call for increased spending in only two areas: “Only two areas 

were cited by Mr. Reagan as appropriate for an increased Federal role: National security and 

crime prevention.”
257

 Reagan thus made the case that the growth of the federal sector was 

only in the interest of career bureaucrats, unless said growth was in these two areas. 

A crucial element to Reagan’s populist appeal was his rhetorical spout with student 

protesters at elite universities. One of these issues was the campus unrests at UC Berkeley. He 

commented humorously about a Berkeley protester during a speech to his followers: “His hair 

was cut like Tarzan, and he acted like Jane, and he smelled like Cheetah.”
258

 Reagan, then, 

mocked the student demonstrators and their cause, but he did it with humor. More 

importantly, Reagan equated students at elite universities with the broader elite class of the 

US.
259

 

Not only did Reagan dismiss the “elite” protesters in speeches, he also showed as 

governor that he would abolish the protests by use of force. Reagan sent in the National 

Guard to aid the local police in taking back a building the protesters had occupied in 1969. 

During the confrontation one bystander was bayoneted to death, one was blinded and several 

were sent to the hospital.
260

 Reagan would deny radical students of any gains possible, 

especially when they broke the law. The results from Reagan’s confrontation in this case 

became heavily criticized by liberals and investigators, yet the majority of Americans bought 

into the conservative argument put forth by Reagan (alongside with Buckley in National 

Review) that the confrontation was necessary in order to restore law and order. 

Several populist themes in Reagan were shown during his standoff with the students: 

the case for law and order and the necessity for a strong leadership. Reagan had scolded the 

radical student protest movement orally, but he also showed willingness to use violence. 

During the climate of the mid- and late 1960s, student protests advocated policies that 

frightened the majority of Americans. These policies were – among others – advocacy of free 
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abortion, “anti-patriotic” marches against the Vietnam War, and racial justice in America.
261

 

Reagan turned the leftist protestors into an illustration in his case for conservatism. 

6.4 James Burnham 

James Burnham predicted the rise of a new dominant class: the managerial class. In 

his analysis – heavily influenced by Karl Marx’s theory of history and politics – Burnham 

sees a constant power struggle between classes within society. Different classes have different 

bases they have to appeal to, for instance: the union leader must appeal to the workers. 

However, in Burnham’s prediction the government managers only need to appeal to other 

government managers. If unity across all government managers is achieved, their power 

would be unstoppable and the complete takeover of power would be complete.
 262

 To combat 

this, Burnham proposes society to support nationalism – which will hinder the managerial 

elites to become transnational, and thus still maintain some sense of belonging and 

compassion towards fellow Americans – and play the managers against each other: “The only 

way to manage the managers, in short, is to keep them busy enough managing or counter- 

vailing each other to guarantee that they won't unite and spend all their time managing the rest 

of us.”
263

 

It is obvious to Burnham who the managerial elites are. In his book where he lays out 

his theory – The Managerial Revolution – Burnham writes:  

The 1940 presidential campaign […] was a symbolic landmark, a guarantee of 

the course of the future. The united capitalist efforts and resources, united as 

never before in United States history, could not elect their man. Those who 

represented, however incompletely and primitively, the managerial world 

current, carried the field easily and confidently.
264

 

It could then seem that the managers are President Franklin D. Roosevelt, his 

ministers, advisors and supporters in Congress are all part of the current managerial elite. Yet, 

Burnham refutes this as he writes that Roosevelt: “is a brilliant and demagogic popular 

politician, who did not in the least create, but merely rides when it fits his purposes, the New 

Deal.”
265

 Throughout his book Burnham refers to the managerial class as “The New Deal”-
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class. The state planning, financing and execution of the New Deal programs were to 

Burnham the exact symptoms of the new world order of managers. Nevertheless, Roosevelt 

and his supporters are merely pawns of the managerial elite, rather than being the managers 

themselves. 

To some contemporaries – and historians later – the New Deal is seen, rather, as the 

means to rescue the system of capitalism instead of replacing it. Burnham refutes this notion:  

We must not, furthermore, neglect the significance of the capitalist opposition 

to the New Deal. After the first two years, when hardly anyone saw clearly 

what was happening, the capitalists have been overwhelmingly opposed to the 

New Deal. In the 1936 elections, probably three-quarters or more of the bona 

fide capitalists were against Roosevelt. In 1940 the figure must have been 

above 90%.
266

 

Burnham then asks rhetorically why no capitalist would support their own savior. 

While Burnham may have been right in his analysis of who the capitalists supported, 

Roosevelt may still have had the agenda to save capitalism. Most capitalists simply did not 

see it the same way at the time.  

Burnham’s populism, then, is class oriented. Burnham shies away from polemical 

attacks on an elite, and instead attempts to give a description and analysis of his society’s 

transformation from capitalism to managerialism. Burnham sees different social class’ 

struggle for domination. He shows his opinion on the managerial class in that he wants to 

counter the managerial takeover by expressing and reminding the managerials of American 

nationhood, and also by forcing the managers to compete with one another. This competition 

– not further expanded on by Burnham – will hinder a united managerial class.  

6.4.1 Samuel Francis 

Burnham’s works – while lacking the harsh, polemic attacks on the elite – are 

important in that his ideas were absorbed and evolved by writer Samuel Francis in the 1980 

and 1990s. In 1991 he wrote in the conservative magazine Chronicles about the “Old Right’s” 

refusal to participate in populist rhetoric:  

The Old Right, composed mainly of the organized conservative resistance 

formed in the mid 1950s and centered around National Review, failed to 

understand that the revolution had already occurred. Conventional Old Right 
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doctrines revolved around the ideas of a constitutionally limited central 

government, largely independent local and state government, an 

entrepreneurial economy of privately owned and operated firms, and a moral 

and social code of individualism in politics, economy, art, religion, and 

ethics.
267

 

Francis identifies the core tenets of Buckley’s conservatism, and regards Buckley as 

aware to the fact that a new class was taking total control over society. However, Buckley and 

the Old Right were too “traditional” to take drastic action:  

But while the Old Right of the 1950s was in principle aware and critical of the 

new power structure, it continued to regard itself as essentially "conservative" 

of an established or traditional order rather than frankly acknowledging its 

counter-revolutionary mission.
268

 

The new power structure Francis refers to is Burnham’s managerial class. Ultimately, 

Francis writes that Buckley and the Old Right sought accommodation with the new 

managerial class. They established themselves in Washington DC., their chosen recipients for 

their message were intellectuals, and they “forcefully rejected what he [Buckley] called "the 

popular and cliché-ridden appeal to the grassroots."”
269

 The result of this, Francis writes, is 

that “Buckley and his conservative colleagues isolated themselves from their natural allies in 

the "grassroots."”
270

 

Francis did not share Burnham’s pessimism. Where Burnham predicted an almost 

inevitable takeover by the managerial class, Francis saw the class’ weaknesses and 

vulnerabilities. Francis observed an unequal distribution of rewards in the wake of the 

managerials rise to power. Francis believed in creating a coalition of the white, rural 

Americans not poor enough to win the attention of reformers, but also not being rich enough 

to feel privileged
271

:  

A new American Right must recognize that its values and goals lie outside and 

against the establishment and that its natural allies are not in Manhattan, Yale, 

and Washington but in the increasingly alienated and threatened strata of 

Middle America.
272
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Evidently, Francis calls for action by the American white middle class to rebel against 

the elites running the country: “A new Right, positioning itself in opposition to the elite and 

its underclass ally, can assert its leadership of alienated Middle Americans and mobilize them 

in radical opposition Francis/Principalities and Powers page 15 to the regime.”
273

 

Francis would later become an advisor to Patrick Buchanan. To Buchanan Francis 

would advise him to refrain from labelling himself as a “conservative”. Francis’ claim was 

that after the Old Right’s lack of serious counter-revolutionary efforts, the term had lost all 

meaning.
274

 Buchanan would head many of Francis’ advices, and even called him: “perhaps 

the brightest and best thinker on the right.”
275

 

6.5 Patrick Buchanan 

Patrick Buchanan played heavily on the theme of populism during his two campaigns 

to become the Republican candidate for president. Having been defeated for the candidacy by 

President George H.W. Bush in 1992, Buchanan was given time to speak at the convention. In 

his speech – later called “The Culture War-Speech” – Buchanan declared the US to be in a 

culture war between the moral and religious people against the nihilistic and relativistic: 

“George Bush is a defender of right-to-life, and a champion of the Judeo-Christian values and 

beliefs upon which America was founded.”
276

 Buchanan continued by specifically attacking 

Bill and Hillary Clinton: “The agenda that Clinton & Clinton would impose on America – 

abortion on demand, a litmus test for the Supreme Court, homosexual rights, discrimination 

against religious schools, women in combat units – that’s change, all right.”
277

 

Buchanan’s absolutism is populistic insofar as he states that the elites (“Clinton and 

Clinton”) are deprived of moral virtues, whereas Buchanan, Bush and the “moral majority” of 

America are just and virtuous in being guided by their Judeo-Christian values, and by 

opposing abortion, homosexual rights and equality between the sexes. Buchanan frames the 

issues as not being mere policy issues at all, but rather, someone who favors free abortion are 

morally depraved people.  
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In his book Right from the Beginning Buchanan gives examples of cases where “the 

people” stood against the US elite. He tells the tale of the Wisconsin Senator Joseph 

McCarthy:  

Why did Americans, by almost two to one, side with Joe McCarthy against an 

academic, political, and press elite that urged all decent Americans to revile 

him? Why was America ready for Joe McCarthy’s boisterous, bellowing call 

for the overthrow of its reigning Establishment?
278

 

With this Buchanan attempts to draw a populist line all the way from Senator 

McCarthy to his present day. In this attempt McCarthy was a right-wing populist hero who 

accused liberal elites as looking down on regular Americans, and who were traitors working 

for the prime enemy state: the Soviet Union. McCarthy was a hero to Buchanan, and 

Buchanan’s defense of him attempts to show a repressed populist conservative lineage that 

runs from McCarthy to Buchanan. 

Buchanan then sums up several key geopolitical events that occurred from 1945 

to1951. Some of the events listed are Roosevelt’s “gift” of East-Europe to Stalin, the Soviet 

coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948, the Soviet acquiring of the Atomic bomb and China’s 

descent to Communism in 1949, and the firing of the anti-communist hero General Douglas 

MacArthur in 1951. 

These events are enough of an answer to Buchanan as to why Senator McCarthy was 

cheered on by the American people, and hated by the American establishment. Someone had 

been in charge and supervising these unfavorable events and it had not been the American 

people.  

Buchanan believes that the establishment is a disaster for US foreign policy. The Ivy 

League-dominated Department of State and its liberal supporters (i.e. those who favored the 

policy of containment) were: “too naïve, too incompetent, too “soft on Communism” to 

manage the portfolio of the Republic in a world where the enemy was the Soviet Union.”
279

 

In 1998 in his book The Great Betrayal Buchanan would write on the contemporary 

elites, and how they differed from the establishment of 1950. The former had been the elites 

that had sprung out of the Industrial Revolution. Now, with what Buchanan coins as the 

“Global Economy”, a new elite has spawned: “[…] this new elite is a breed apart, another 
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species altogether. Unencumbered by any national allegiance, it roams a Darwinian world of 

the borderless economy, where sentiment is folly and the fittest alone survive.”
280

 

Buchanan continued: “In the eyes of this rootless transnational elite, men and women 

are not family, friends, neighbors, fellow citizens, but “consumers” and “factors of 

production.””
281

 To Buchanan, then, the chief issue with this new global economy elite is 

their lack of belonging to any nationality. They do not consider themselves as citizens of the 

US, but as citizens of the world.  

Buchanan writes that the old multinational companies were at least American with 

foreign subsidiaries, but also with a mind-set that was “nationalist-protectionist.”
282

 The 

contemporary transnational companies, however, have no country, and then favors a global 

“internationalist free-trade”-order. 

Buchanan does not stop at explaining the functions of new world global economy 

order (as he sees it), he also names the people behind it. He sees the Trilateral Commission – 

with Zbigniew Brzezinski and David Rockefeller at the mast – as the most powerful group of 

transnational elites.
283

 To fight these forces Buchanan calls for the ordinary people to act:  

Do we Americans believe in […] a world of open borders and untrammeled 

trade, where nations fade away in the brilliant dawn of a new world order? Or 

do we hold to the grand old ideas of sovereignty and independence for which 

our Founding Fathers risked their lives, fortunes, and sacred honor? It’s time 

to decide, […] not to decide is to decide.
284

 

Martin Walker writes that Buchanan compared himself to Mrs. Margaret Thatcher, the 

former prime minister of the United Kingdom:  

Buchanan claimed to represent the Republican future, and saw his campaign 

as 'the culmination of a long, historic process', with echoes of what his heroine 

Mrs Thatcher did to the Tory party, booting the Old Etonians and the toffs out 

of her Cabinet to bring in the old Estonians and the estate agents and the self- 

made new men.
285

 

Buchanan had wanted to restore Reagan’s fusion with the religious Right on the behest 

of those he labelled “Country Club Republicans”. On the campaign trail in New Hampshire 
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Buchanan spoke harshly of this rich, corporate elite within the party: “I'm not a country club 

Republican. They don't like folks like us in that country club' […] I'm with the ordinary 

Americans.”
286

 The religious patriots, then, were the base Buchanan wanted for his party. 

This group was who he considered as “the American people”, a label the “country club 

republicans” was the direct opposite of. 

In his 1996 presidential announcement speech, Buchanan continued with his populist 

rhetoric by praising the American worker’s virtues of productivity and hard work in the face 

of being cheated by a corrupt government
287

:  

Our American workers are the most productive in the world; our technology is 

the finest. Yet, the real incomes of American workers have fallen 20 percent in 

20 years. Why are our people not realizing the fruits of their labor? I will tell 

you. Because we have a government that is frozen in the ice of its own 

indifference, a government that does not listen anymore to the forgotten men 

and women who work in the forges and factories and plants and businesses of 

this country. We have, instead, a government that is too busy taking the phone 

calls from lobbyists for foreign countries and the corporate contributors of the 

Fortune 500.
288

 

To Buchanan, the government is no neutral entity. It is controlled by the elite he has 

written so extensively on. This elite has no concern for the American worker, as the elite is 

transnational and only sees profit for themselves on behalf of the regular people. 

6.6 Conclusion 

Populism has existed and been used by intellectuals and politicians of the conservative 

movement for a long period. It has showed itself most clearly in the struggle inside the 

Republican Party beginning with Robert Taft. On the one side were the East Coast 

Republicans. These men were considered “moderate” on social and religious issues. They 

were also part of the New Deal-alliance that saw the expansion of the state’s areas of interest 

and of state expenditure. Opposing this faction were the Mid-West conservative Republicans. 

Led by Taft they encountered numerous defeats against the East Coast Republicans in the bid 

for the party’s presidential nomination.  
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The conservatives finally won with the nomination of Barry Goldwater. His victory 

came after a great grassroots-campaign, while also William Buckley’s new magazine paved 

way for a new, intellectual entry into conservatism.  

With Ronald Reagan came a strategically used populism. A brainstorm among 

Reagan’s advisors resulted in the populist “citizen’s politician”-phrase being labeled on 

Reagan. Modulating the politician-word by including “citizen’s” was part of a greater effort to 

paint Reagan as a non-politician who would act in the citizen’s (i.e. the people’s) interests, 

and not the establishment’s interests. 

James Burnham’s analysis differs from the populist definition in that he sees society as 

a constant class struggle. This struggle is not between the “righteous people” against the 

“oppressive and decadent elite”, but between numerous classes based in different socio-

economic foundations. Nonetheless, Burnham’s work is important to include due to its impact 

on Samuel Francis’ works, and also because of his early right-wing warnings against the 

dangers of a transnational elite. 

Samuel Francis molded Burnham’s ideas and made them populistic by sorting the 

American society between the elites and the “forgotten” Middle America.  

Pat Buchanan’s two Republican campaigns for presidential nomination revived the 

populist rhetoric and sentiments across the US. Reagan’s successor – George HW. Bush – had 

attempted to distance himself from Reagan’s conservatism by asking for more kindness in 

government affairs. This distancing combined with Bush surrounding himself with 

neoconservatives led to a populist party uprising, with Buchanan as its leader. While 

Buchanan failed to win the party’s nomination in 1992 and 1996, he was able to reach a great 

mass of the American population with his populist rhetoric and policy initiatives. The most 

important populist themes Buchanan articulated were his outreach to the Religious Right and 

the Moral Majority by focusing on Judeo-Christian traditions and values, and how the ruling 

elite lacked this virtuous conviction. Included in Buchanan’s basket of elites are the Ivy 

League-educated intellectuals of America. They were transnational in nature, and thus lacked 

compassion and understanding with the everyday Americans.  

The idea of a struggle between the elite and the people is evidently present in all of the 

persons on the Right, except for William Buckley. Reagan used populist rhetoric deliberately 

to win the governorship of California, and later the presidency. His actions as president, 

however, show a president surrounded by the very elite he lambasted.  
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Nonetheless, for Taft, Goldwater, Burnham, Francis and Buchanan, their populist 

appeal and rhetoric seem to be of genuine conviction. Their writings reveal that much work 

was done in order to reach their conclusions. These are also men who never held the highest 

office of Presidency, and could thus to a great degree avoid compromises on their own ideas.  
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7 Conclusion 

This thesis has made an attempt to create an intellectual genealogy for trumpism. The 

thesis began by defining the key elements of trumpism.  

It then became the objective to identify the origins of these three elements within the 

Republican Party. It became evident that several of these elements have been recurring 

themes throughout different modern American conservatives, while the trumpist appeal – in 

its entirety – is something completely new. 

This thesis shows how the trumpist political appeal is present in every conservative 

person chosen to be studied, though evidently in varying degrees. This thesis had no task to 

rank the chosen persons’ from “most alike” to “least alike” trumpism. Yet, Patrick Buchanan 

stands out by sharing almost all of the trumpist political appeal. His ideology of 

paleoconservatism supports all of the main elements within the trumpist appeal: it is both 

racial and economic nationalistic, it embraces the capitalistic free market, and it is heavily 

populistic. The only difference is his heavy focus on religion as being a pillar of any virtuous 

society. The element of religion in trumpism was not found throughout the primary sources 

researched.  

Several different versions of nationalism are part of trumpism’s nationalistic 

genealogy. It became suitable to sort the different intellectuals and politicians into different 

labels of nationalism. Matthew Lyon’s three different forms of nationalism showed how 

William Buckley and Patrick Buchanan proposed ideas mainly corresponding with racial 

nationalism. Ethnicity is the crucial element in this perspective: The US is for and by white 

people of European decent. Others taint American society, mainly due to their difference in 

tradition and values. Robert Taft’s ideology and appeal was more oriented towards a business 

nationalist perspective. The business nationalists resented East Coast Republicans’ embrace 

of free trade and immigration. The only reasonable economic approach to the business 

nationalists was a policy of protectionism and limited immigration. This was believed to be to 

wisest course of action to protect regular American workers from low-paid immigrants and 

offshoring. Business nationalists also wanted unilateralism in their approach to foreign policy, 

and thus opposed American military intervention throughout the world. Finally, Cold War 

nationalists’ prime objective was to combat international communism with any means 

necessary. Ronald Reagan, Barry Goldwater and James Burnham were part of this movement 
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as they proposed – and in Reagan’s case enacted – aggressive foreign policies aimed at 

combating the Soviet Union with “peace through strength.” 

The conservative genealogy is firm in its embrace of capitalism as an economic 

system. Most of the conservative movement go even further, and want a free market capitalist 

system with as little state interference as possible.  

While several justifications and reasons are given when defending an economic 

system, my thesis has found three different main camps of reasons given by the conservative 

persons when justifying free market capitalism. One is the justification given by Buckley and 

Buchanan: they prefer the free market due to its resulting goodness in society’s morals and 

virtues. Taft and Reagan, however, prefer free market capitalism due to its effectiveness in its 

distribution of goods and services, and its ability to create economic growth. Third, Goldwater 

and Burnham prefer free market capitalism due to its ability to act as a bulwark against 

communism, collectivism and managerialism.  

Trumpism gave hints of being economic populist. The hints were too few and small to 

call trumpism economic populist. My research has neither found any hints of economic 

populism throughout the conservative persons’ studied. Instead, some mild criticism of 

capitalism has been uttered by some of the persons. Taft recognized how capitalism had failed 

to give every man and woman adequate housing. Reagan raised the welfare payments to the 

poorest recipients in California, both as a compromise with the Democrats, but also because 

he believed in the government supporting those worst off in society. To Buchanan morality 

and virtue are the foremost issue; he therefore supports some “common sense” government 

regulation in the market. Burnham affirms how capitalism is exploitive of the working class. 

But he believes that every system is exploitive of some class, and therefore does not propose a 

solution. In overall, despite a little recognition of free market capitalism’s shortcomings, the 

key conservative persons all still believe it is the best economic system we have. 

The conservatives are highly skeptical of labor unions. They are considered a 

hindrance for the free market, and the labor leaders are also considered part of the elites. 

Some, such as Goldwater, even went as far as calling the labor leaders conspiratorial in their 

effort to alter American society.  

Usage of populism in their political appeal is widespread throughout the modern US 

conservatism researched in this thesis. Taft presented the idea of how internationalist East 

Coast Republicans withheld power from the conservatives by cooperating with New Deal 

Democrats. Goldwater expanded on Taft’s notion by including the element of bureaucrats 
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ruling over and not for regular Americans. Burnham expanded on this idea by establishing a 

theory and the prediction of the impending managerial takeover. Burnham’s ideas of the 

managerial takeover further evolved with the works of Francis, where Francis accepted 

Burnham’s class analysis, modulated it to become more populist, then prescribed a call to 

action to regain just and fairness to the “forgotten” Americans. Francis became the advisor to 

Buchanan, and Buchanan’s populistic nationalism became a viable presidential alternative for 

the Republican Party. 

The evidence this thesis has produced and discussed points to conservatism as being a 

reaction towards the New Deal-order established under President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The 

New Deal-society – in its internationalist attempts of free trade, immigration and foreign 

intervention – made Americans forget their national identity and pride, according to the 

conservatives. It also increased the state’s involvement in society to new, unprecedented 

heights. In addition, an increased state in size and scope resulted in a growing bureaucracy. 

Burnham coined the leaders of this bureaucracy to be known as the managerial elite. This 

thesis has not dealt with the realities of these fears of a growing state and bureaucracy. 

However, it has established that the conservative persons discussed did acknowledge and/or 

use this fear throughout their political appeals to the American public. 

7.1 Trend or continuity?  

The Republican Party shows a continuous battle between the globalists and the 

nationalists. The globalists are the “king makers” of the party, often winning the presidential 

primary processes. The globalist economic elite of the Republican Party favor lax 

immigration laws which results in an importation of low-wage workers. Also supported are 

the free trade deals which open up foreign markets for American exports. US participation in 

multilateral agreements and the spreading of US values throughout the world with military 

force are also preferred policy positions. In opposition to this mighty party-faction are the 

“true” conservatives. Often mobilized and galvanized through grassroots-movements they 

oppose free trade deals, lax immigration policies and American interventionism and 

cooperation abroad.  

The reasons given to defend these conservative ideas of ethnocentrism, economic 

nationalism, anti-immigration, anti-interventionism seem to stem from long and deep roots 

within the Republican Party and on the Right. The main component seems to be ordinary 
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people’s fear of the future. This fear is multilayered and varies at times. Buckley feared a road 

down towards socialism and communism. Buchanan feared immigration and its effects on 

American culture, religion and economics. Goldwater and Taft feared power concentration 

within the institution of the labor unions, which ultimately would lead to a more socialist 

society. Burnham and Francis feared the result of a managerial takeover of power, namely 

domination of one class over all other Americans.  

Every Republican today calls himself a conservative, but the conservatives of the past 

were grassroots forces considered to be fringe lunatics during the New Deal-era of the 1940s, 

1950s and 1960s. Only with Reagan did conservatism become mainstream. Yet, mainstream 

conservatism failed to champion the causes of the grassroots conservatives. This may have 

been due to a corporatist influence most concerned with creating a business-friendly climate, 

as evident with Reagan. The victory of Trump, then, can be seen as a rebellion of the 

grassroots against the establishment. 
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