Lionel Trilling, The Liberal Imagination (1950)
In 1950, literary critic Lionel Trilling famously declared the dominance
of liberalism in America and the virtual extinction of conservative ideas.
In the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even
the sole intellectual tradition. For it is the plain fact that nowadays there are no
conservative or reactionary ideas in general circulation. This does not mean, of
course, that there is no impulse to conservatism or to reaction. Such impulses are
certainly very strong, perhaps even stronger than most of us know. But the
conservative impulse and the reactionary impulse do not, with some isolated and
some ecclesiastical exceptions, express themselves in ideas, but only in action or
in irritable mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas.

William F. Buckley, Up From Liberalism (1959)
As if in answer to Trilling, William F. Buckley gained fame in 1951
when, at the age of 26, he wrote God and Man at Yale, an attack on the
liberal intellectual establishment at the university he had attended. In
the 1950s and 60s, Buckley was one of very few prominent conservative
intellectuals. His 1959 book Up From Liberalism provocatively
borrowed its title from Booker T. Washington’s 1901 classic Up From
Slavery.
What all conservatives in this country fear, and have plenty of reason to fear,
is the loss of freedom by attrition. It is therefore for the most realistic reasons, as
well as those of principle, that we must resist every single accretion of power by
the state, even while guarding our rhetoric against such exaggerations as
equating social security with slavery. … The tendencies of Liberalism are every
day more visibly coercive, as the social planners seek more and more brazenly to
impose their preferences upon us.
… I will not cede more power to the state. I will not willingly cede more power
to anyone, not to the state, not to General Motors, not to the CIO. I will hoard my
power like a miser, resisting every effort to drain it away from me. I will then use
my power, as I see fit. I mean to live my life an obedient man, but obedient to
God, subservient to the wisdom of my ancestors; never to the authority of
political truths arrived at yesterday at the voting booth. That is a program of
sorts, is it not? It is certainly program enough to keep conservatives busy, and
liberals at bay. And the nation free.

Lyndon B. Johnson, “The Great Society” (1964)
Johnson’s landslide electoral victory in 1964 (against conservative
Republican Barry Goldwater) and his dreams for the Great Society
represent a high-water mark of American liberal ambition.
For a century we labored to settle and to subdue a continent. For half a
century we called upon unbounded invention and untiring industry to create an
order of plenty for all of our people. The challenge of the next half century is
whether we have the wisdom to use that wealth to enrich and elevate our national
life, and to advance the quality of our American civilization. … For in our time we
have the opportunity to move not only toward the rich society and the powerful
society, but upward to the Great Society.
The Great Society rests on abundance and liberty for all. It demands an end to
poverty and racial injustice, to which we are totally committed in our time. But
that is just the beginning. …
I want to talk to you today about three places where we begin to build the
Great Society—in our cities, in our countryside, and in our classrooms. …
In the next forty years we must rebuild the entire urban United States. The
catalog of ills is long: There is the decay of the centers and the despoiling of the
suburbs. There is not enough housing for our people or transportation for our
traffic. Open land is vanishing and old landmarks are violated. Our society will
never be great until our cities are great. Today the frontier of imagination and
innovation is inside those cities and not beyond their borders. …
A second place where we begin to build the Great Society is in our
countryside. We have always prided ourselves on being not only America the
strong and America the free, but America the beautiful. Today that beauty is in
danger. The water we drink, the food we eat, the very air that we breathe, are
threatened with pollution. Our parks are overcrowded, our seashores
overburdened. Green fields and dense forests are disappearing. A few years ago
we were greatly concerned about the “Ugly American.” Today we must act to
prevent an ugly America. …
A third place to build the Great Society is in the classrooms of America. There
your children’s lives will be shaped. Our society will not be great until every
young mind is set free to scan the farthest reaches of thought and imagination.
We are still far from that goal. … We must give every child a place to sit and a
teacher to learn from. Poverty must not be a bar to learning, and learning must
offer an escape from poverty.

Phil Ochs, “Love Me, I’m A Liberal” (1966)
Phil Ochs was a folk and protest singer in the 1960s and 70s known for
his wit and political activism. Like many of his generation, he identified
in his youth with the liberalism of John F. Kennedy, but moved farther
to the left during the civil rights and anti-war struggles of the 1960s.
In every political community there are varying shades of political opinion. One of
the shadiest of these is the liberals: an outspoken group on many subjects, ten
degrees to the left of center in good times, ten degrees to the right of center if it
affects them personally. Here, then, is a lesson in safe logic:
I cried when they shot Medgar Evers
Tears ran down my spine
I cried when they shot Mr. Kennedy
As though I’d lost a father of mine
But Malcolm X got what was coming
He got what he asked for this time
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

I read New Republic and Nation
I’ve learned to take every view
I’ve memorized Lerner and Golden
I feel like I’m almost a Jew
But when it comes to times like Korea
There’s no one more red, white and blue
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

I go to civil rights rallies
And I put down the old D.A.R.
I love Harry and Sidney and Sammy
I hope every colored boy becomes a star
But don’t talk about revolution
That’s going a little bit too far
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

I vote for the Democratic party
They want the U.N. to be strong
I go to all the Pete Seeger concerts
He sure gets me singing those songs
I’ll send all the money you ask for
But don’t ask me to come on along
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

I cheered when Humphrey was chosen
My faith in the system restored
I’m glad the Commies were thrown out
Of the A.F.L. C.I.O. board
I love Puerto Ricans and Negroes
As long as they don’t move next door
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

Once I was young and impulsive
I wore every conceivable pin
Even went to the socialist meetings
Learned all the old union hymns
But I’ve grown older and wiser
And that’s why I’m turning you in
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

The people of old Mississippi
Should all hang their heads in shame
I can’t understand how their minds
work
What’s the matter, don’t they watch Les
Crane?
But if you ask me to bus my children
I hope the cops take down your name
So love me, love me, love me
I’m a liberal

