
Political Conservatives In The 1960s And
1970s

Political conservatives in the 1960s and 1970s experienced a significant
transformation that reshaped the American political landscape. This period
marked a pivotal shift away from the New Deal liberalism that had dominated
the mid-20th century toward a resurgence of conservative ideology. The rise
of conservatism during these decades was fueled by various social, economic,
and political factors, leading to a redefinition of the Republican Party and
influencing the nation's trajectory for decades to come.

The Context of the 1960s and 1970s

The 1960s were characterized by profound social upheaval, civil rights
movements, and anti-war protests, which often placed liberal ideologies at
the forefront of national discourse. By contrast, political conservatives
began to organize and mobilize in response to these changes, seeking to
reclaim American values and promote a vision of government that favored
limited intervention, individual liberties, and traditional social norms.

Key Factors Influencing Conservative Resurgence

Several key factors contributed to the rise of political conservatism during
this period:

1. Civil Rights Movement: While the movement aimed to dismantle systemic
racism and promote equality, it also alienated some white voters who felt
threatened by rapid social change. The backlash against civil rights
legislation played a crucial role in galvanizing conservative sentiment,



particularly in the South.

2. Anti-War Sentiment: The Vietnam War sparked significant opposition,
particularly among younger Americans. However, many conservatives defended
U.S. involvement, framing dissenters as unpatriotic. This polarization
solidified a conservative base that valued military strength and a strong
national defense.

3. Economic Challenges: The late 1960s and early 1970s saw economic
instability, including inflation and unemployment. Conservatives capitalized
on public discontent with the perceived failures of liberal economic
policies, advocating for free-market solutions and reduced government
spending.

4. Cultural Shifts: The counterculture movement challenged traditional
values, which conservative leaders viewed as a threat to the social fabric of
America. The rise of the New Right sought to restore what they deemed
traditional morality, often focusing on issues such as family values and
opposition to abortion and homosexuality.

The Rise of the New Right

The New Right emerged as a powerful force in American politics during the
1970s, characterized by a coalition of diverse groups united by a shared
conservative agenda. This movement was not monolithic; it included various
factions, each contributing to the broader conservative cause.

Key Components of the New Right

- Religious Conservatives: The rise of the Religious Right, particularly
among evangelical Christians, brought a moral dimension to conservatism.
Leaders like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson mobilized religious voters
around issues such as abortion, school prayer, and family values.

- Fiscal Conservatives: Business leaders and libertarians emphasized free-
market principles and limited government intervention in the economy.
Organizations such as the National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB)
and the American Conservative Union (ACU) played significant roles in
advocating for pro-business policies.

- Anti-Communism: The Cold War context fueled a strong anti-communist
sentiment among conservatives. This ideological battle not only shaped
foreign policy but also influenced domestic politics, as conservatives
portrayed liberals as weak on national security.



The Political Landscape

As the conservative movement gained momentum, it began to influence the
Republican Party significantly. This transformation culminated in the
election of Richard Nixon in 1968, who campaigned on a platform that appealed
to disaffected voters and sought to unite various conservative factions.

The Nixon Administration (1969-1974)

Nixon's presidency marked a turning point for political conservatives:

- Southern Strategy: Nixon implemented a "Southern Strategy" to attract white
Southern voters who felt alienated by the Democratic Party's support for
civil rights. This strategy effectively realigned the political landscape and
solidified the South as a Republican stronghold.

- Law and Order: Nixon capitalized on the public's desire for stability
amidst rising crime rates and social unrest. His emphasis on "law and order"
resonated with many Americans who were concerned about the perceived
breakdown of society.

- Economic Policy: Although Nixon initially embraced some liberal economic
policies, including wage and price controls, he also shifted towards a more
conservative fiscal approach during his second term, further appealing to
conservative voters.

The Watergate Scandal

The Watergate scandal (1972-1974) ultimately led to Nixon's resignation and
significantly impacted the conservative movement. While some conservatives
rallied around Nixon, viewing him as a victim of political persecution,
others distanced themselves from his administration amid the scandal's
fallout. This division highlighted the complexities within the conservative
movement and set the stage for future political battles.

The Conservative Coalition's Legacy

By the late 1970s, the conservative coalition that emerged in the 1960s and
1970s began to solidify its influence, setting the groundwork for future
Republican successes. Several key aspects of this legacy include:

- Shift in Republican Ideology: The Republican Party transformed into a more
ideologically consistent conservative party, embracing free-market
capitalism, traditional values, and a strong national defense. This shift



laid the groundwork for the party's dominance in the subsequent decades.

- Rise of Ronald Reagan: The culmination of conservative efforts led to the
election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. His presidency marked the ascendance of
conservative policies and principles and solidified the conservative
movement's impact on American politics.

- Cultural Impact: The New Right's emphasis on moral and cultural issues
resonated with many Americans, leading to the integration of these themes
into mainstream Republican politics. The focus on family values and religious
issues became a defining characteristic of the party.

Conclusion

Political conservatives in the 1960s and 1970s underwent a profound
transformation that reshaped the American political landscape. The rise of
the New Right, fueled by various social, economic, and cultural factors, led
to a redefinition of conservative ideology and the Republican Party. The
legacy of this period continues to influence contemporary politics,
underscoring the enduring power of conservative thought in the United States.
As the nation navigates new challenges, the lessons learned from this era
remain relevant, highlighting the dynamics between ideological movements and
the evolving fabric of American society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key ideologies that defined political
conservatism in the 1960s?
Key ideologies included a strong emphasis on anti-communism, support for
free-market capitalism, traditional social values, and a belief in limited
government intervention in the economy.

How did the Civil Rights Movement impact
conservative politics in the 1960s?
The Civil Rights Movement led many white Southern Democrats to shift towards
the Republican Party, as conservatives opposed certain aspects of federal
intervention in civil rights, viewing it as an infringement on states'
rights.

What role did Barry Goldwater play in shaping
conservative thought during the 1960s?
Barry Goldwater's 1964 presidential campaign is often credited with reviving



and energizing the conservative movement, emphasizing individual liberties,
limited government, and a strong anti-communist stance.

What was the significance of the 1966 midterm
elections for conservatives?
The 1966 midterm elections saw a significant gain for conservative
Republicans, marking a shift in political power and foreshadowing the rise of
conservatism leading into the 1970s.

How did the Vietnam War influence conservative
politics during the 1970s?
The Vietnam War polarized public opinion, leading conservatives to advocate
for a tougher stance against communism and military intervention, while also
criticizing the anti-war protests and counterculture.

What was the 'Silent Majority' and how did it relate
to conservative politics?
The 'Silent Majority' referred to a segment of the American population that
supported traditional values and law and order, which was leveraged by
conservatives to gain political traction, particularly during Nixon's
presidency.

How did the rise of the New Right in the 1970s
differ from earlier conservative movements?
The New Right emphasized social issues like opposition to abortion and the
Equal Rights Amendment, as well as a focus on grassroots activism and the
mobilization of religious conservatives, distinguishing it from earlier, more
economically focused conservatism.

What impact did the Watergate scandal have on
political conservatism?
The Watergate scandal discredited the Nixon administration and led to a
temporary decline in Republican power, but it also galvanized conservatives
around the need for a strong, principled leadership and a return to core
conservative values.

In what ways did conservative media emerge as
influential in the 1970s?
Conservative media outlets began to rise in prominence during the 1970s,
helping to shape public opinion and provide a platform for conservative
voices, which ultimately played a crucial role in the political landscape
leading up to the 1980s.
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