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Barry Goldwater lost the 1964 presidential election in a landslide, carrying only five
Southern states and, by a very slight margin, his native Arizona. Leading journals
published obituaries for his conservative agenda, proclaiming the American
majority to be in favor of Lyndon Johnson’s vision of “the Great Society,” which
prescribed using the power of government to reduce poverty and racism (Perlstein
513). Others saw in Goldwater the manifestation of an extreme right-wing senti-
ment that had already reared its ugly head in Joseph McCarthy (whom Goldwater as
a first-term senator had refused to censure), and was bound to rise again. William
F. Buckley, giving the same argument a different spin, claimed that Goldwater had
helped crystallize the conservative ideals that would soon challenge the dominance
of the liberal establishment.! The day of reckoning came when one of Goldwater’s
more charismatic supporters, Ronald Reagan, won the governorship of California
and later the presidency (Nelson). Now it is commonly held that Goldwater did not
lose in 1964; the votes just were not counted until 1980 (Mann 97).

Elections can impact political life beyond the immediate tally of votes, setting
the stage for long-term shifts in power and public opinion that need decades to
emerge in full view. The image of Goldwater passing the torch to Reagan suggests a
postwar historical narrative of conservatism triumphant. This story has gained
popularity in recent years, and it is as compelling as the liberal counter-narrative
once was. But Goldwater was not necessarily a prelude to the Reagan revolution.

1 Max Ascoli: “Again, this thing is NOT a presidential contest. It is the latest and gravest recur-
rence of an old endemic disease, which this time happened to coincide with a presidential con-
test. Last time, of course, it was MecCarthy [.]. Goldwater has gone infinitely further than
McCarthyism [..]. Goldwaterism has besmirched rather than criticized the administration” (n.
pag.). Daniel Bemd: “We are faced with a curious paradox: we have just elected the most lib-
eral congress in 25 years, and we have just given a President committed to liberal legislation
the clearest mandate ever, yet never before have we been in greater danger from the right-wing, not even, |
would  suggest, during the McCarthy era” (9). Buckley: “This conservative backed
Senator Goldwater for the Presidency not because | ever thought he would win the election,
but because | believed and continue to believe that | was correct in believing that his nomina-
tion would do much to crystallize the conservative position in national affairs” (16).
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In some significant ways, his beliefs were at odds with the social and religious
conservatism that helped propel Reagan to the White House. When the evangelical
fundamentalist Jerry Falwell, a staunch Reagan supporter, mobilized the Moral
Majority to oppose the Supreme Court Nomination of Sandra Day O’Connor—the
first female Justice and the first Arizonan—Goldwater said that “every good Christian
ought to kick Falwell right in the ass” (Murphy).2 The fight was actually over abortion,
and Goldwater adopted what many saw as a liberal position in defending the right of
women to choose; later he also seemed to take a liberal stance in defending the right
of gay soldiers to serve in the military (Iverson 233).

This was not liberalism; it was strict libertarianism (Murphy). The politician an
early biographer dubbed “Mr. Conservative” was anything but a closet leftist. Like
most libertarians, Goldwater believed that government should stay out of people’s
private lives; like many Westerners he felt that the federal government should stay out
of the affairs of individual states. Here perhaps a line can be drawn between
Goldwater and the arguments against “big government” that have become common
since the 1980s. Nevertheless, the torch Goldwater passed on was not ideological in
the sense of defining a consistent set of conservative principles. The Arizona
senator was better at articulating a vision than a platform, and he had a more lasting
impact on corporate expansion and the Southwestern lifestyle than he did on any
particular government policy. In what follows I will describe Goldwater’s vision,
explore the role it played in the 1964 campaign, trace its resonance in popular culture,
and hold it up against Goldwater’s lasting impact as a political figure.

Goldwater’s libertarian vision was self-consciously Western and individualistic.
It found expression in his own extensive amateur photography and appealed to voters
across party lines. His Western individualism resonated with models of diminished
government gaining prominence through the postwar critique of totalitarianism. It also
found an eager audience with those who opposed civil rights legislation as a violation
of state sovereignty (hence the Southern support of his candidacy). Goldwater
himself tried to sidestep racial issues. Johnson challenged him on his own ground,
downplaying the issue of civil rights in the 1964 election and turning Goldwater’s
vision of Western individualism against him. A famous TV campaign ad painted the
Arizona senator as a trigger-happy cowboy who would lead the world to nuclear
destruction. The accusation stuck even as Johnson expanded war efforts in Vietnam.
Johnson and Goldwater were probably not as far apart on foreign policy as the
campaign ad suggested, and Johnson’s willingness to fight the spread of commu-

2 To be fair, Richard Hofstadter did argue that there was a connection between Goldwater's
fundamental Americanism and Christian fundamentalism, but he did so long before Reagan
was elected (124).
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nism only increased the political significance of his rival, who was re-elected to the
Senate in 1969 and remained until his retirement in 1987, when he was succeeded by
another Arizona Republican who would eventually lose the race for the presi-
dency: John McCain. During the last eighteen years of Goldwater’s tenure, his vi-
sion of the West as a land of individuals free from government interference paid
off. He helped attract defense contracts, electronics industries, and large corpora-
tions, fueling the metropolitan growth that has made Phoenix the sixth largest
American city in terms of population and behind only Houston in terms of its land
area. His influence here could be described as conservative, but until recently there has
been little political debate over the benefits of economic growth. The debate, once
again, took place at the level of vision. The final part of my chapter will turn to a
literary and filmic genre that emerged out of the attack ad which helped defeat
Goldwater: a reworking of the Western that 1 call the idyll of the apocalypse.3 The
example 1 cite is Harlan Ellison’s famous short story “A Boy and His Dog” (1969),
adapted for the screen L. Q. Jones in 1975. Ellison, | argue, takes up Johnson’s figure
of nuclear destruction to describe Goldwater not as a political threat but as a
proponent of suburban sprawl, and in doing so transforms a genre that began as an
attack ad into a broader polemic around a significant postwar lifestyle. This life-
style has arguably impacted contemporary elections as much as any ideological re-
alignment.

Pastoral Individualism

Rick Perlstein’s Before the Storm, subtitled Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the
American Consensus, is, 1 think, correct in plotting Goldwater’s presidential campaign
as a minor beltway tragedy. Goldwater’s outspoken and often impolitic fidelity to
what he called his principles made him popular in the early 1960s, especially among
young voters looking for a cause (Perlstein 75-76). The same principles that inspired
a movement at the beginning of the decade seemed too extreme after the Bay of Pigs,
the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the Kennedy assassination. By 1964 Johnson had no
trouble depicting Goldwater as a dangerous extremist (Perlstein 286, 338; Mann 76).
Perlstein’s story more or less stops here, although his title makes it clear that
Goldwater’'s momentary defeat actually presaged the conservative triumph that would
follow. After losing the presidential race. Goldwater returned to the Senate in 1969
and retained his seat until his retirement in 1987. By

3 My thoughts on the idyll of the apocalypse have been sharpened through conversations with J. Jesse Ramirez,
who is currently completing a dissertation on the science fiction genre he calls the post-apocalyptic pastoral.
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the end of his career he was arguably one of the most respected members of gov-
ernment. The last few decades have only burnished the reputation of the politician
whose name now graces public buildings, charities, the biggest terminal at Phoe-
nix’s Sky Harbor International Airport, and—announced in 2012—a $30 million
Goldwater Library to be built in Mesa, Arizona (Nelson).

The beltway tragedy assumes some of its significance within the broader melo-
drama of contemporary political debate (Iverson 107). Democrats and Republicans have
not been able to agree on much since Goldwater; his campaign was the storm, his
reputation the weathervane of ideological polarization. It is tempting to argue that the
political spectrum has shifted so far to the right that Goldwater’s libertarianism has
begun to seem moderate in comparison (Nelson; Murphy). However, the importance of
the Goldwater story is not completely captured by the winds of political opinion
blowing first left and then right.

Goldwater was an individualist and a regionalist who self-consciously depicted
himself as a Westerner in his political campaigns. He was also an avid photogra-
pher whose work appeared frequently in Arizona Highways and in several photography
books he published over the years; Ansel Adams wrote the foreword to one of them,
Barry Goldwater and the Southwest (1976). Goldwater’s biographer Peter lverson, a
historian at Arizona State University, argues that “Goldwater’s photography [..] not
only offered a kind of entry into politics but also ultimately reflected a certain vision of
Arizona that informed his politics” (45). The self-portrait featured on the cover of
Perlstein’s book is a good example of his vision. Goldwater, wearing a cowboy hat and
holding a rifle, is portrayed against the background of a monumental desert landscape,
only slightly spoiled, as Perlstein points out, by the lawn furniture visible in the comer.
This is a shot taken from his front porch facing Camelback Mountain, which is in the
center of Phoenix. Goldwater's Western individualism was completely compatible with
the suburban lifestyle.

This is not to claim that Goldwater’s individualism was somehow disingenuous,
but it was carefully crafted. Its significance also changed over the years. Goldwater
claimed that the color movie he made of a 1940 river expedition through the Grand
Canyon got him started in politics (Iverson 40). He drew crowds wherever he showed
the film, and people were interested in what he had to say about Arizona. His public
visibility as a rugged adventurer made him a natural choice when a group of
influential business leaders decided to run against the entrenched interests on the
Phoenix City Council. His legacy was important as well: Goldwater was a member of
one of Arizona’s territorial families and one of the heirs to a department store chain that
bore his family’s name. The wealth that allowed him to indulge his hobbies—
photography, exploration, aviation—also provided him with the connections and
resources to seek public office.

Goldwater always presented himself as a native son. He held up Arizona as a
model state where people were happy and prosperous because the government



Goldwater’s Phoenix 165

stayed out of their way. This was not exactly true. Prosperity was more or less re-
stricted to the whites who monopolized water and property rights, and Arizona’s
economy had always been federally subsidized, from the huge dam and water rec-
lamation projects of the New Deal to the Air Force bases and defense contracting of
the Cold War (Ross 64, 214, 244-45). Arizona was, in fact, typically Western in its
courting of federal subsidies and its resentment of federal regulations (lverson 64).
This subsidized independence, along with the spread of air conditioning, led to
exponential growth. Phoenix had a population of 65,414 in 1940; 106,818 in 1950,
and 439,270 in 1960; according to 2010 census figures it is now the sixth largest
city in the United States with 1,445,632 inhabitants and an enormous metropolitan
footprint (Iverson 54). Goldwater celebrated the desert landscape, but he actively
sought federal defense contracts, corporate growth, and the development that went
along with a booming economy. What the Arizona example really suggests are the
paradoxes of Sunbelt individualism. First, behind every rugged individual there is a
government agency (Ross 64). Second, the lifestyle advertised as individualism
expresses itself as sprawl.

Nevertheless, the rhetoric of individualism was pervasive, and not only among
developers. Perlstein argues that Goldwater, in his opposition to the establishment,
had more in common with champions of leftist causes like Tom Hayden and Mario
Savio than he did with stalwart Republicans like Eisenhower, whom he criticized as
a dime-store New Dealer (Perlstein 449-51; see also Wills 359 and Kilatch).
Goldwater mobilized the conservative base, but he also embodied a personal style of
politics that helped realign the parties because it crossed party lines (Ross 66).
Activists on the left and the right criticized the “liberal establishment” for the hy-
pocrisies of the welfare state and the duplicities of a foreign policy based on con-
tainment (Perlstein 474). Some dropped out, others joined protest groups; Goldwa-
ter was so successful that he became that unique, and perhaps uniquely American,
figure: the anti-establishmentarian insider. Goldwater had limited success in dictating
policy; 1 will describe what 1 see as his ideological legacy below. However, his attitude
helped create a politics of individualism that placed more value on personal
authenticity than on loyalty to any particular platform.

Goldwater’s depiction of Arizona as a land of rugged individuals—both in his
photography and his politics—may have been inaccurate. But it was compelling.
Whether perceived as a hero or a threat, Goldwater was widely taken to be what he
called himself—an individualist. 1 offer as evidence two sound bites front one for-
mer spokesperson of the left, Bob Dylan. His song “I Shall Be Free No. 10” (1971)
contains this verse:

Now, I'm liberal, but to a degree |
want ev'rybody to be free



166 Andrew Gross

But ifyou think that I'll let Barry Goldwater
Move in next door and marry my daughter You
must think I'm crazy. (Dylan website)

Compare these lines to an excerpt from the first part of Dylan’s recently published
autobiography, Chronicles:

I had a primitive way of looking at things and I liked country fair politics. My favorite
politician was Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater, who reminded me of Tom Mix [the
early cowboy movie star], and there wasn't any way to explain that to anybody. |
wasn't that comfortable with all the psycho polemic babble. (283)

These seemingly contradictory statements do not necessarily prove the old adage
that liberals grow more conservative with age. What they do indicate is a signifi-
cant shift in Goldwater’s political reputation and a remarkable consistency in his
political persona. The song pushes Goldwater to the limits of the liberal consensus by
parodying the language of the white suburbanites who flocked to the senator
because of his opposition to the Civil Rights Act (Wills 266-67). The autobiogra-
phy, on the other hand, dismisses consensus altogether to praise the politician as a
cowboy—albeit one more likely to appear on screen than on the range. Dylan’s an-
ecdote about Goldwater digresses from a long passage explaining his attraction to the
bluesman Robert Johnson, who was rediscovered in the 1960s. Old news is always
better than new news, Dylan argues, and Goldwater was always a comforting
anachronism (Dylan 282-83).

This is not the place to rehearse the significance of the frontier—or its simula-
crum—in American politicss Dylan, however, is useful for pointing out how
Goldwater remains the perennial outsider whatever his reputation. He is a post-
consensus figure whose political identity is predicated on his opposition to the sys- tem.
He embodies a style of politics that is individualistic to the degree that it is anti-
establishmentarian.

But what was Goldwater fighting? The city council example suggests corrup-
tion and inefficiency, and indeed, he should be understood as he described himself:

Thanks to Georgiana Banita for alerting me to this passage.

The frontier thesis as articulated by Henry George: “All that we are proud of in the American character; all that
makes our conditions and institutions better than those of older countries, we may trace to the fact that land has
been cheap in the United States, because new soil has been open to the emigrant. But our advance has reached
the Pacific. Further west we cannot go, and increasing population can but expand north and south and fill up
what has been passed over” (388).
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a local figure. Nevertheless, his fight can also be productively linked to the mid-
century fight against totalitarianism. By World War 11 it was common to argue that that
fascism and communism were two sides of the same coin. Both were collectivist,
meaning anti-individualistic.6 F. A. Hayek presented what was probably the most
persuasive version of this argument in 1944:

The various kinds of collectivism, communism, fascism, etc., differ among themselves
in the nature of the goal toward which they want to direct the efforts of society. But
they all differ from liberalism and individualism in wanting to organize the whole of
society and all its resources for this unitary end and in refusing to recognize
autonomous spheres in which the ends of the individuals are supreme. (100)

The fear of totalitarianism breathed new life into the old motto “that government is
best which governs least.” It became acceptable to argue that even well-intentioned
efforts to regulate individual behavior, culture, and the economy led down the slip-
pery slope to total domination. Government regulation, even social security, could be
a Trojan horse for socialism (Nash 4). The individual was being overwhelmed by
the state, or what would come to be called—in Goldwater’s manifesto—Liberalism
(always capitalized) and *“big government.”?

6 There were also defenders of bureaucracy, or at least of administrative efficiency. Daniel Bell argued that the
apocalyptic events of the Second World War had permanently discredited what he called “chiliastic” political
passions (Bell 88). Celebrating “the end of ideology,” he announced that governance from now on would
be a matter of consensus, with major political parties agreeing on the basic issues and professional
administrators hammering out the details (Perlstein 73-6, 103, 160, 212, 474; Wills 359, 363). Perlstein
suggests that, despite the self-congratulatory rhetoric, the consensus never really existed at all (444, 451).
However, a number of influential thinkers and politicians suffered from the same delusion. Adlai
Stevenson quipped in 1952 that liberals, interested in holding onto important gains like social security,
were the true conservatives of the age (Hofstadter 14). Richard Hofstadter endorsed the argument in Age of
Reform (ibid.). Peter Viereck, whose 1949 book Conservatism Revisited helped put conservatism back on the
intellectual map after World War 11, was a Stevenson supporter. In an essay he contributed to a Bell collection
aimed at explaining the rise of the radical right that none of these moderates had foreseen, Viereck, like
Hofstadter, argued that passion-driven politics were doomed to vacillate back and forth between reform
and reaction (“The Revolt against the Elite” 163-4). Extreme political beliefs would lead to totalitarianism— at
least that is what the moderates believed.

7 Compare to Walter Lippman’s A Preface to Morals, an early statement of managerial liberalism: “We think of
government as the act of a person; for the actual king we have tried to substitute a corporate king, which we
call the nation, the people, the majority, public opinion, or the general will. But none of these entities has the
attributes of a king, and the failure of political thinking to lay the ghosts of monarchy leads to endless
misunderstanding. The crucial dif-ference between modem politics and that to which mankind has been
accustomed is that the
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That manifesto, Goldwater’s Conscience of a Conservative (1960), was an in-
stant success. Six months after its publication in January 1960 it reached the New
York Times bestseller list (Iverson 93). It has never gone out of print. The slim
book begins by stating the libertarian maxim that government is the chief limit to
liberty (8-10). The duty of public officials is to divest themselves of power (13). The
book flanks its attacks on “big government” with forays against “socialist” labor
unions (15); “welfarism” is also described as an insidious form of socialism (42).
The free market is a better guardian of freedom than any government regulation (25).
Taxation is a moral issue: People should manage their own money be- cause
personal freedom is inseparable from personal responsibility (36, 40, 43). These
principles resonated with the public because they went beyond the dictates of
Goldwater’s conscience. They were the arguments being hammered out by the
editorial staff of the National Review, which was working to transform a long and
sometimes contradictory list of conservative grievances into the platform for a con-
servative movement.

Goldwater’s manifesto for individualism was, in fact, ghostwritten by William
F. Buckley’s brother-in-law, L. Brent Bozell, who impersonated the senator to carry
on his own longstanding fight against liberal reforms in social policy and
education (49). The pedagogical argument bolsters the part of the book that most
appealed to white, Southern voters: its opposition to Brown v. Board of Education and
federal civil rights legislation in favor of state’s rights to decide such matters for
themselves (22). Where Conscience does advocate a strong national government is in
matters of national defense. The book criticizes liberal efforts to negotiate nuclear test-
ban treaties as cowardly, arguing that peace can only follow victory (51-52).
Communists would not stick to treaties anyway because they are dishonest, even “evil”
(59, 61). The *balance of terror” argument is really communist propaganda; and
Americans should develop *“small, clean, nuclear weapons” for “tactical” use in
“limited” wars (65). War may be the price of freedom (73). The book concludes with
the apocalyptic statement that Americans “cherish their lives but their freedom
more” (74).

The argument that government should do little to enforce equality but every-
thing to defend liberty has become familiar since the 1980s. It is a restatement of the
classic liberal principle that people who are free to act in their own self-interest do the
most for the public good. Indeed, Goldwater’s vision helped make liberal
individualism compatible with the challenges of the Cold War. He saw the world as
a series of concentric circles emerging from a common center. That center, the

power to act and to compel obedience is almost never sufficiently centralized nowadays to be exercised by one
will. The power is distributed and qualified so that power is exerted not by command but by interaction”
(275).
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original stone of contention, is the individual, resisting any outside interference;
next comes the state resisting the interference of the nation, and finally the nation
resisting aggression from beyond its borders. Communities of varying sizes are
made up of individuals; and they act like individuals when they unite in opposition to
outside force. Government, however, tends to be identified with this force; it
may be a necessary evil, but it stands in the same relation to the individual as the
foreign power stands in relation to the nation. Sometimes the best way to fight
Moscow is to fight Washington.

Western Individualism and the Idyll of the Apocalypse

Goldwater’s vision was popular but also vulnerable in 1964. He voted against the
Civil Rights Act because he claimed its federal mandates infringed on powers con-
stitutionally reserved for the states. His opposition appealed to Southern whites and the
so-called backlash voters who fled the Democratic Party during the Johnson years.8
However, it should be noted that he angrily rejected claims that his opposition to the
Civil Rights Act was an attempt to mobilize white voters (Iverson 122). Indeed, he had
supported earlier civil rights efforts, and he seems to have been in favor of the
desegregation of Arizona schools and military bases, which occurred before the
Supreme Court made desegregation the law of the land. Even if Goldwater’s 1964 vote
was more calculating than he claimed, he seems to have been made uncomfortable by
the overt racism of his more vitriolic supporters.

In any event, the Johnson campaign did little to challenge Goldwater on civil
rights; in fact the candidates agreed beforehand not to aggravate the contentious is- sue
(Iverson 122). Johnson did attack him on the hawkish nuclear stance that Goldwater
echoed in his 1963 book, Why Not Victory? and in his infamous nomination
acceptance speech: “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice; moderation in the
pursuit of justice is no virtue” (Nash 347, note 19). Johnson’s campaign team
commissioned the pioneering advertising firm Doyle Dane Bembach, which had
introduced the Volkswagen Beetle to the American market, to run a series of ads
tarring Goldwater with the extremist brush. The most famous is the one called
“Daisy Girl,” which interrupts the idyllic scene of a girl playing in a field with the
image of a mushroom cloud. The voiceover, engineered by revolutionary sound

8 Richard Nixon learned from Goldwater's example and tried to court disgruntled whites, although most of
the states that voted Republican in 1964 went to George Wallace in 1968 (Wills 257). Goldwater, however,
condemned Nixon’s opportunism (lverson 121, 137). When the Watergate scandal became a crisis, he was
instrumental in convincing the beleaguered president to vacate the White House.
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technician Tony Schwartz, transforms a childish counting game into a nuclear
countdown, which is then answered by Johnson's voice paraphrasing lines from
Auden: “We must love one another or we must die.”®Another voiceover follows
instructing viewers to vote for Johnson because the stakes are so high. The ad was
withdrawn after one screening, but it was picked up by news programs and maga-
zines and widely discussed. Historians describe it as one of the first and most suc-
cessful appeals to political emotion on television (Mann 109).

Johnson won the battle, but he may have lost the war.l® As Louis Menand puts
it in a review (and blurb) of Perlstein’s book, “Barry Goldwater was as much a
man of the nineteen-sixties as Abbie Hoffman or Malcolm X, and, what's more, his
shadow looms a good deal larger than theirs. It is not only that more politicians to- day
sound like Goldwater than like Tom Hayden. More politicians today sound like
Goldwater than like Lyndon Johnson.” This may be because Johnson did not sound
much like Johnson either. Soon after the election it was clear that he escalated the
war in Vietnam while painting Goldwater as a warmonger (Mann 77, Perlstein
511). It is tempting to read this kind of covert attack into the ad, which declares
full-scale war on Goldwater without mentioning his name. Of equal significance to
the tone is the style: “Daisy Girl” is a version of the pastoral.

More precisely, the ad offers a negative vision of pastoralism that might be
called the idyll of the apocalypse. Its simple logic opposes an idealized image of
natural innocence to total destruction, suggesting that feeling—Ilove is mentioned
but fear even more strongly implied—offers the only alternative to mass destruc-
tion. The opposition is too simple to work as an argument, but the idyll is designed to
move rather than persuade. Emotion offers an alternative to mass destruction be- cause
it is personal: Those who fear death are also capable of feeling love; their emotions
individuate them like the girl in the field, whom they are called upon to protect. One
member of the advertising design team “said he believed the Daisy Girl was so
effective because of the way it reduced the ‘general’ to the ‘specific.’ As he later
explained: “Genocide—such as Hitler's murder of millions—is too immense a
concept for people to grasp. But The Diary of Anne Frank tells it all”

9 The line is the controversial and much revised one from Auden’s “September 1, 1939”: “We must love one
another or die” (quoted in Mendelson 110). Mendelson discusses Johnson’s use of the line and also mentions
that one of George H.W. Bush’s speechwriters mined the same poem for “a thousand points of light,” a
sentimental misquote of the original (ibid.). Auden knew that the poem could be used for propaganda purposes
and tried to suppress it in later years.

The year 1965 already saw the appearance of the first book lambasting The Liberal Establishment, criticizing the
official media perspective on the election and concluding that Liberalism, so closely connected to socialism and
perhaps fascism, “is a creed profoundly hostile to American freedom” (Evans 50, 326).

1

o
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(Mann 60). The reduction of the general to the specific is also their idyllic opposition.
Feeling becomes the personal alternative to complexity in the same way individualism
is the counter to totalitarianism.

“Daisy Girl” turns Goldwater’s Western individualism against him. It is consis-
tent with the kind of anti-totalitarian individualism articulated by F.A. Hayek, but it is
also existentialist in its flirtation with death as a stimulus to authentic feeling.
Existentialism, like postwar individualism generally, envisions the self in flight from
all sorts of impersonal threats—mass culture, big government, communism, atomic
war. Impersonality leads to alienation, but it also brings the individual face- to-face
with the inevitability of his or her own death. The fear of death is authentic because it
is individual, and indeed it functions as a mechanism of individuation analogous to
the pursuit of self-interest in classical liberalism. Existentialism, for all its postwar
panache, offered what was really a version of classical liberalism turned on its head.
At the center of its worldview is the isolated individual who can only help the public—
if it is to be helped at all—through the journey into the self. “Daisy Girl” is not far
removed from Norman Mailer’s “white negro,” the existential hipster, who, shocked
by concentration camps and atomic warfare and at odds with mass society, “set[s] out
on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self’(282-83).1

The similarity between the political advertisement and Mailer's Advertisements
for Myself along with their inverted relation to Goldwater’s Conscience, suggest that
postwar individualism was not wedded to any particular party or group. In- stead
of getting involved in partisan debates about who poses the greatest threat to
individualism, or how individualism functions as an ideology, | propose exploring
what the pastoral figure of the individual in open space—and its apocalyptic inver-

11 The definition of “hipster” most useful for my purposes is the one proposed by Jean Malaquais in his criticism
of Mailer's “The White Negro,” subsequently included by Mailer in Advertisements for Myself (the copy referred
to here). Hipsters all over the world “are the product of an identical social phenomenon prevailing in highly
industrialized and more or less patemalistically ruled countries: extreme inner insecurity dipped in a State-
sponsored ‘welfare’ at the price of a terrific loss to the individual's self’ (Mailer 304). According to Malaquais,
the hipster rebels in the name of his individuality but in a way that eventually makes him a perfect
conformist (306). Mailer objects to Malaquais's class-based argument, claiming that “the rise of the hipster
represents the first wind of a second revolution in this century, moving not for- ward towards action and
more rational equitable distribution, but backward towards being and the secrets of human energy, not forward
to the collectivity which was totalitarian in proof but backward to the nihilism of creative adventurers... The
hipster, rebel cell in our social body, lives out, acts out, follows the close call of his instinct as far as he dares”
(307). The relevance of this exchange for my argument is suggested by the link between the rebellion against
“welfare,” one of Goldwater’s great themes, and the post-civilizational drive for instinctual fulfilment that is
the major theme of A Boy and His Dog.
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sion—can tell us about Goldwater’s impact on the Phoenix landscape. | now turn to
Harlan Ellison’s science fiction novella “A Boy and his Dog” (1969) and L.Q. Jones’
film adaptation (1975).

Dog-Eat-Dog Individualism and Suburbia

Harlan Ellison has not received much scholarly attention, although he is a cult figure
among science fiction buffs. | turn to him because he invokes the imagery that
Johnson’s campaign ad unleashed against Goldwater, although not necessarily with
Johnson’s intent, and in doing so shows how Goldwater is situated not only in a
well-worn political debate between liberals and conservatives, but in a cultural
landscape organized around a nonpartisan principle of individualism.

“A Boy and his Dog” is a post-apocalyptic tale set in Phoenix, Arizona (also
referenced in the title of the story “Phoenix” published in the same collection, The Beast
that Shouted Love at the Heart of the World)!2 Vic, the 14-year-old protagonist, wanders
through a nuclear desert in search of food and, perhaps surprisingly at his young
age, women. In his quest he is aided by his telepathic dog, Blood, whose finely
engineered senses can detect the presence and precise location of women and enemy
“rovers.” Blood, in his turn, is dependent on Vic because his telepathic abilities
have evolved at the expense of more mundane sensory skills, like the ability to sniff
out food. The story won a Nebula Award and was serialized in a pair of graphic novels
illustrated by Richard Corben, best known for his work in Heavy Metal magazine. It
also inspired a Hugo-Award winning 1975 film that provided a breakthrough role for
Don Johnson, who would go onto star in Miami Vice. In the film he plays the boy.

The film version A Boy and His Dog can be seen as a sequel to “Daisy Girl.”
The opening credits are punctuated by a series of mushroom clouds; one of them,
adorned with a smiley face, served as the movie poster. Three lines of script follow the
credits: “World War 1V lasted five days. Politicians had finally solved the problem of
urban blight. 2024 A.D.” The suggestion that nuclear war might be understood as a
solution to social problems hints at a cynical view of liberalism that is reiterated in
the opening scene, when Vic repeats the history lesson telepathically imparted to
him by Blood. John F. Kennedy, in this counterfactual world, was never assassinated.
After a brief Johnson interregnum he served as a kind of recurrent monarch until
World War Ill. The implication seems to be that it was not

12 The original collection is difficult to find. The version of “A Boy and His Dog” I reference is taken from the
collection The Essential Ellison.
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Goldwater’s brinkmanship but the liberal reforms associated with Kennedy and
Johnson that led to the apocalypse.

Ellison’s choice of Phoenix as a setting is significant, but his critique of liberal-
ism does not exactly make him a Goldwater supporter. Vic is a post-apocalyptic
cowboy who fits the image of the Western individualist, but he describes himself as
a hipster and he hates squares. The Phoenix that has emerged out of the ruins of
liberalism is divided into two separate realms. Above ground, in the Arizona desert, it is
more or less a war of all against all; but the remnants of the middle class have flocked
to city-sized bomb shelters buried deep under the earth’s surface. Vic, who is the
narrator of the novella, describes them in this way:

There were only a couple of hundred downunders [sfc] in what was left of the United
States and Canada [...]. And the people who'd settled them were squares of the worst
kind. Southern Baptists, Fundamentalists, Lawandorder [szc] goofs, real middle-class
squares with no taste for the wild life. And they'd gone back to a kind of life that
hadn't existed for a hundred and fifty years. They'd got the last of the scientists to
do the work, invent the how and why, and then they'd run them out. They didn't
want any progress, they didn't want any dissent, they didn’t want anything that would
make waves. (968)

The “downunders” survive in a state of denial so complete that the one situated below
Phoenix calls itself Topeka (as in Kansas). The film remains true to this ultra-
conservative vision by depicting the shelters as all white, the nuclear wasteland as
ethnically diverse. The lifestyle embodied by the downunders is the opposite of
liberalism, but it is hardly an attractive alternative. Vic, moving through the Ari-
zona desert, might be construed as a Goldwater figure or—to borrow Dylan’s
comparison—Tom Mix, but if this is a fair surmise then there is a huge divide be-
tween him and his constituents. The individualist is not a social conservative; he
does not want to live on Main Street.

Nevertheless, the inhabitants of Topeka lure Vic into moving next door and
marrying one of their daughters. The governing body of the community, called the
“Better Business Bureau” in the novella and the “Committee” in the film, sends up the
daughter of the committee chair as bait to bring Vic down. Blood detects Quilla June’s
presence—there simply are not many women left in the nuclear desert—but so do the
dogs of a pack of rovers out for exactly the same thing. Blood counsels Vic to
abandon her to her fate—rape and murder—but the boy loves the girl, or at least
lusts after her. He fights for Quilla June, saves her, and after spending the night
with her, he follows her downunder—abandoning his dog at the entrance to the
bomb shelter.

The movie was advertised as “a rather kinky tale of survival,” but like the no-
vella it is composed as a conventional lover’s triangle. In the end Vic will have to
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choose between Quilla June and his dog. He does so in a way that shows the narrative is
not merely conventional but archetypal, indebted to narrative patterns that, as Leslie
Fiedler pointed out in “Come Back to the Raft Ag'in, Huck Honey!,” extend back
through Huckleberry Finn to The Leatherstocking Tales. Vic lights out for the territories
with man’s best friend, leaving women and civilization behind. He never liked the
squares anyway, and Quilla June, although she ultimately rebels against Topeka and
declares her love for Vic, is still one of them.

Ellison’s story is another idyll of the apocalypse, holding up an idealized—if
radioactive—state of nature in contrast to corrupt civilization. The liberal civilization
that led to war was corrupt, but so is the conservative civilization that has established
itself under the surface. Topeka patterns itself after Main Street but it is governed as a
collective, and individuals have absolutely no purpose beyond fulfilling their socially
prescribed roles. Even bad attitudes warrant death sentences, which are handed out
by the Committee during meetings in which they also give out prizes for the best
recipes. The film is more extreme than the novella in this respect. The Better Business
Bureau is a bit of a joke, and its octogenarian members are vulnerable to attack. The
Committee, however, holds onto power even if it loses Vic, and its vaguely insidious
name, suggesting a more pervasive officialdom, may reflect growing doubts about the
sincerity of small-government rhetoric after the Nixon administration, although I do not
wish to pursue this reading here.

The different visions of collectivism become clear in relation to the divergent
characterizations of Quilla June. In the novella she falls in love with Vic and even
embraces his propensity for violence, getting “really into” killing her neighbors in a way
that surprises him (981). In the film she is a scheming manipulator who lures Vic down
because she wants to use him to take over the Committee herself. The novella
defines individualism in opposition to squareness, the film in opposition to power—but
both versions embody the threat to individualism in femininity. In the novella and the
film, Quilla June follows Vic back up to the surface when it be- comes clear that she
will be executed if she stays below. But the woman cannot be allowed to follow her
hero back from the underworld; she remains tainted by the society she wants to rule
or destroy. Vic kills Quilla June to feed his dog, who has nearly starved to death
waiting for him to return. The last line in the novella responds to the echoes of
Quilla June’s persistent queries: “Do you know what love is? Sure | know. A boy loves his
dog” (246). The final words of the film are so cynical that they have to be placed in
the dog’s mouth: “She certainly had marvelous judgment [in Vic] if not particularly
good taste.”

In a review of the film subtitled “The Final Solution,” published first in the
feminist journal Frontiers: A Journal of Women$ Studies and later in Jump Cut, Joanna
Russ argues that the film’s hip pretensions mask its fundamentally conservative, which
is to say patriarchal, message:
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The evils of female sexuality and the obligatory punishment of its carriers is the grand,
eternally useful scapegoat of Western patriarchy. It is the one topic on which
Fathers and Sons, Upperclass Men and Lowerclass Men can heartily agree. And they
can agree (and collude) while enjoying the comforting illusion that they are engaged in
dangerous, revolutionary activities.

Russ shields Ellison in her critique, placing the blame for misogyny squarely on the
film.23 But her argument, | think, applies to the film and the novella in equal
measure. Both draw on the fundamentally misogynistic tradition that Leslie Fiedler
identifiess—and to some extent glorifies—in “Come Back to the Raft” and some of his
subsequent work (cf. Fiedler 1962). But if the misogyny is general, which is to say
archetypal, it also serves a particular political purpose. Ellison’s narrative directs
violence against women because they are bearers of collectivism. Women must be
excluded from the idyllic community of boy and dog because the love they demand is
ultimately more complicated than independence. The purpose of Ellison’s allegory,
so evocative of the polarized political terrain of the 1960s, is to distinguish true
individualism from all sorts of collectivism, whether the subterranean variety of Main
Street USA, or the liberalism of Johnson and Kennedy. The alternative to both is the
post-apocalyptic cowboy, the Phoenix individualist who calls himself a hipster.

A Boy and His Dog proposes a model of individualism as ideologically nonpar-
tisan as Goldwater’s. It does so by showing that the hipster is actually a libertarian who
opposes both the Great Society and Main Street as paired forms of collective
coercion. But there is a high price to be paid for its radical vision of personal free-
dom. Love, in this narrative, is ultimately indistinguishable from violence. If the
hipster is a libertarian, it is because both become free in the aftermath of civiliza-
tion, or more specifically the ruins of liberalism. The opposition between individu-
alism and collectivism is so entrenched that the narrative might be read as the alle-
gory of the post-liberal political situation, where two groups of individualists, both
declaring their independence, accuse each other of the worst forms of collusion.
The New Left saw the right as fascists, the New Right saw the left as communists, but
in the logic of the totalitarian argument that both parties subscribed to, each was
calling the other the betrayer of the individualist ideal.

13 It should be mentioned that Russ’ award-winning feminist utopia, “When It Changed,” appeared in Ellison’s
anthology Again, Dangerous Visions (1972). The anthology also contains Ursula K. Le Guin's “The Word for
World is Forest,” which in its vision of an unspoiled planet occupied symbiotically by humanoid creatures offers
an alternative to both pastoral individualism and the idyll of the apocalypse.



176 Andrew Gross

These accusations re-inscribed geopolitical alignments of the Cold War in do-
mestic terms. They also totally missed the point. Collectivism, whether rightist or
leftist, did not pose much of a threat. The actual threat becomes visible in Ellison’s
pastoral only if we refuse to take one side or the other and rotate the frame 90 de-
grees. If we turn Ellison’s vertical dystopia on its side it offers a slightly defamil-
jarized image of urban growth, with towns like Topeka—including the deciduous
trees and green lawns—growing on the suburban margins of the desert city core.
And if we turn the individualism-collectivism debate on its side, what emerges is the
hybrid economic model that fueled suburban growth: the corporation. Phoenix in the
1960s was already beginning to look post-apocalyptic, with a number of Midwest-
style suburbs designed to house a massive influx of retirees and defense- industry and
electronics workers. As early as 1969, Gary Wills was pointing out that this new
landscape nurtured a political sensibility: “The suburbs of the new rich are, like the
Sunbelt, unashamed of their gains, unburdened by liberal conscience” (267). It also
created blight. As the crabgrass frontier expanded, the once-thriving downtown became
an urban ruin, partly because of white flight, and partly because large corporations
bought up abandoned buildings and lots and simply held onto them as capital
investments. For a long time the once flourishing downtown did look like a
wasteland—even Goldwater, whose family store had fled downtown in the sixties,
was ambivalent about the devastation (Iverson 239). He had always seen economic
expansion as key to Phoenix’s survival, but he seemed nostalgic for the desert
landscapes consumed by the expanding metropolitan region—the same landscapes
he had tried to preserve on film. At the level of urban development his individualism
came into conflict with his regionalism, but this contradiction remained unresolved
in his vision.

It also remains unresolved in the genre that grows out of Goldwater’s Phoenix.
The idyll of the apocalypse is ill-suited to representing the slow catastrophe of urban
sprawl because it can only approach social change through the individualism-
collectivism opposition. This is a generic problem. It also has a legal precedence.
Corporations have the right to buy, sell, and contract as if they were individuals.
The legal theory goes by the name of corporate personhood, a trend in American
business and jurisprudence that more or less began when the railroads successfully used
the first civil rights legislation—the Fourteenth Amendment—to claim equal
protection.24 The most recent Supreme Court ruling in Citizens United v. Federal

14 As Gunnar Myrdal and his associates point out in the monumental An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and
Modern Democracy (1944): “Corporate business had developed a vested interest in the Fourteenth Amendment. Its
proviso guaranteeing all ‘persons’ due process of law turned out to be much more useful in defending corporate
business against public interferences and control than in securing political and other civic rights for the Negro”
(445).
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Election Commission (2010) is that corporate funding of political advertising should be
considered a form of free speech. The consolidation of corporate influence and
power, visible in attack ads as well as the dramatic alteration of the Ari- zona
landscape, was taking place silently but steadily while two groups of indi-
vidualists—the hipsters and the libertarians—were busy accusing each other of covert
collectivism. But they were fighting ghosts. Corporations like the construction group
started by Del Webb, who in the 1940s was still building cabins for Goldwater
near the Grand Canyon, were already constructing their own suburban idyll (Iverson
170). The fronts on the civil rights debates hardened a long time ago, but the issue of
corporate rights might have the potential to cross party lines in the same way
individualism did in the 1960s. Perhaps the question the left should pose to the right,
and especially to the libertarians still filling its ranks, is whether corporations are people
too.

Regardless of the impact of Goldwater’s principles on his party, his vision pro-
vided a blueprint for the low-density development of Western and Southern states
that would shift the balance of power away from the East and towards the Republican
Party. The narrative of conservatism triumphant only captures a part of this de-
velopment. It is better described as the rise of a vision that remained attractive to
hipsters even as it proved amenable to conservative goals. If we ask “how conser-
vatives won the heart of America,” to borrow the subtitle of Thomas Frank’s influ-
ential study of the issue, the stations in the career of the Arizona senator can serve as
useful signposts of cultural—and geographical—realignment. Goldwater did not
establish a party platform, but he did nurture a constituency, which has gathered in the
suburbs, especially in the Southwest, putting states like Arizona and Texas
(Johnson’s home territory) firmly into Republican hands.
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