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The influence of the American ‘neoconservative’ intellectuals on foreign policy has spanned the past thirty-five years and the past five administrations, including the present one, with varying degrees of intensity,. This paper will examine how the neoconservatives prepared for power during two periods of opposition (1970s and 1990s) and how, during two periods in power (1980s and 2001-present), the strategic and ideological tensions within their policies led to their unravelling.

During both periods of opposition, neoconservatives organised a two-pronged approach to campaigning for a more muscular foreign policy, firstly by establishing elite new lobbying organisations, and secondly, by using neoconservative journals to espouse their alternative foreign policy strategies and excoriate the Carter and Clinton administrations. In both cases they achieved some limited success whilst in opposition, but, in the main, these periods served as preparation for the day the neoconservatives would return to power. 

Under the Reagan administration the neoconservatives enjoyed some initial successes, but they quickly became disillusioned when it became clear that Reagan was not fully implementing their vision of ‘aggressive containment’ of the Soviet Union. The reality of a disintegrating Soviet bloc was incomprehensible to many neoconservatives and highlighted the ideological and strategic tensions in their policies, which, ultimately, resulted in their loss of influence. 

After the end of the cold war, a younger generation of neocons quickly refashioned the more defensive strategy of the older generation into an offensive American posture designed to preserve the ‘unipolar moment’ as far into the future as possible. (This would subsequently be widely conflated and confused with promoting democracy abroad). This altered the ‘neoconservative’ strategy significantly and led to a considerable degree of convergence with conservative nationalists. When the Republicans returned to power in 2001, George W. Bush rewarded many of the neocons with positions in his administration. 9/11 proved to be the “catastrophic and catalysing event” that the neocons had earlier realised might be necessary to implement their agenda and, together with the conservative nationalists, they furnished the rationale for so-called ‘war on terror’. Yet, again, important strategic and ideological tensions have emerged in the neoconservative strategy, with implications for their influence over the Bush administration and for the rest of the world. 

This paper will conclude by briefly considering why it is that the neoconservatives have achieved such sustained influence and why they have appealed to presidents, the media and the public.

