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PREFACE

UNLIKE MOST PREVIOUS historians of the 1960s, the origin of my scholarship
does not lie in a personal involvement with the events and movements about
which I'write. T am not old enough, by many years, to have been involved in
the new left, much less the civil rights movement of the cold war era; | am
not a Christian believer; I am not very countercultural (in the usual sense of
the term); and I am not a Texan. As an undergraduate in the 1980s, I simply
stumbled on the new left as a historical topic, never having heard of this
movement before.

Although I did not witness the movements chronicled here (save as an
infant and, at that, only on television), this in no way furnishes me with an
objective viewpoint. Rather, my own experiences give me a particular per-
spective on the events I discuss. In the late 1980s, my political outlook
underwent significant changes, and learning that there had been a “new left”
in the United States during the 1960s, I was eager to see what I might learn
from its experience. Early on, I was occupied not only with the expository
question of what these people had said and done but also with the question
of why their movement had “failed,” that is, why it had lost its bid to trans-
form American politics and why it had collapsed around 1970. The reflec-
tion of my own situation is clear. Why did there seem to be so little guid-
ance available to those who were only then coming to a critical outlook on
their society? Why were the connections to the past severed so cleanly?
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These questions are flawed, but that is somewhat beside the point, since
they no longer guide my analysis. I have come to think that the new left’s
greatest historical significance lies not in its impact but in its meaning,
including its meaning for the larger political world from which it emerged.
To neglect the vociferous opposition that the new left directed toward the
political and cultural order in which new left radicals lived would be foolish
and misleading. I intend no such neglect when I state that possibly the sin-
gle comment most consistent with my own perspective on this movement is
Raymond Williams’s remark that “the dominant culture . . . at once pro-
duces and limits its own forms of counter-culture.” The civil rights move-
ment, the cold war, and the cultural experience of certain social groups in
the twentieth-century United States converged to produce the new left of
the 1960s. This was a movement of opposition, but opposition on the most
intimate of terms. In an effort either to validate or to indict this opposition,
however, sometimes the intimacy gets lost.

It is clear to me that my perspective on the new left is a product of the
politically conservative times in which I have researched and written this
book. Once, around 1960, historians interested in the history of American
radicalism—likewise shaped by a young adulthood in conservative times—
came to discern deep affinities between American dissent and the American
mainstream. They were inclined to look at the larger structures of political
expression and action, and disinclined to romanticize rebels of the past, sym-
pathy notwithstanding. I have gradually come to feel a certain kinship with
this group of historians. They sometimes are termed an “in-between” gener-
ation, since they were too young to have been deeply involved in the “old left”
of the 1930s and 1940s and too old to be part of the new left (although they
have been labeled the first “new left” historians). I feel a strong and some-
times partisan sympathy for the people about whom I write. However, my
purpose here is neither praise nor burial. In the future, this book may seem
like the product of another “in-between” time. One can always hope.

Several institutions have supported this book’s writing. The Johns Hopkins
University history department, the Smithsonian Institution’s National
Museumn of American History (NMAH), and the Pew Program in Religion
and American History at Yale University provided generous financial sup-
port, for which I extend my gratitude. At NMAH, my sponsor, Charlie
McGovern, and the doyenne of the fellows’ office, Mary Dyer, offered
unfailing reassurance. Lee Baker, Carolyn Goldstein, Peggy Shaffer, and I
formed a postdissertation reading group at the museum, which supplied both
an unsurpassed level of attention to works in progress and crucially timed
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camnaraderie. Jon Butler, Harry Stout, and their support staff at the Pew
Program, who are playing a central role in an important area of historical
scholarship, enabled me to bring this project to completion sooner than oth-
erwise would have been feasible. They also ran a splendid fellows’ conference
at Yale. Most recently, I have enjoyed the support of Michael Bernstein,
Michael Parrish, and others at the University of California at San Diego,
where I have been a visiting scholar.

I'wish to thank all those who let me interview them for this book or who
wrote me with their recollections. Without their cooperation, this book, as
I imagined it, would have been impossible. I am grateful to Kristin Henry
for helping me to locate many of my correspondents. I have not specifically
cited every interview I conducted, but all the personal information I gath-
ered helped shape my understanding of the time and place about which I
have written. Casey Hayden, Al Lingo, and Jim Neyland were especially
generous with their time and attention. I conducted many of the interviews
in Texas, where Sally Clarke and Peter Jelavich showed me remarkable hos-
pitality.

Many friends and colleagues graciously found the time to read and
comment on all or part of this manuscript at some point in its develop-
ment (even if they didn’t know that was what they were reading). For this
I thank Lee Baker, Brian Balogh, Alan Brinkley, Sally Clarke, Pete Daniel,
Sandy Dijkstra, David Farber, Richard Flathman, Steve Fraser, Lou
Galambos, Carolyn Goldstein, Steve Hahn, Casey Hayden, Lisa Cobbs
Hoffman, Jonathan Holloway, Daniel Horowitz, Maurice {sserman,
Cathy Kerr, Rebecca Klatch, George Lipsitz, Walter Benn Michaels,
Michael Parrish, Leo Ribuffo, Dorothy Ross, Erica Schoenberger, Peggy
Shaffer, Jim Sidbury, Gaddis Smith, Julian Zelizer, and Jon Zimmerman.
At the NMAH library, Jim Roan and Bridget Burke performed yeoman
service in tracking down obscure theological texts and rolls of microfilm.
I'm sorry if I've forgotten anyone.

At the Johns Hopkins University, I learned a great deal about the prac-
tice of history, none of which I will recount here. I thank my teachers in the
history department there—Lou Galambos, Dorothy Ross, Ron Walters, and
JoAnne Brown—for all they taught me, and the department’s support
staff—Sarah Springer, Sharon Widomski, and Shirley Hipley—for answer-
ing uncounted questions. Lou and Dorothy have been avid in their support
for this project since I earned my Ph.D. Dorothy gave me a rare and highly
valuable teaching opportunity at Hopkins. Lou and Jane Eliot Sewell have
shown me good cheer on many an occasion. As I developed my project in its
initial stages, Lou provided a kind of mixed economy of dissertation advis-
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ing: intellectual laissez-faire combined with material and emotional protec-
tionism. As John Kenneth Galbraith once said, “It works.” Lou and Brian
Balogh have shown unstinting encouragement for many years, through thick
and thin; I'm happy to count them as friends as well as teachers.

Alan Brinkley and William Leuchtenburg, editors of the Columbia
Studies in Contemporary American History series, and Kate Wittenberg,
editor in chief at Columbia University Press, have believed in this book
since they first saw an earlier draft, and it has been a pleasure to work with
them. I thank Margaret B. Yamashita for her work on the manuscript. I got
my first education in twentieth-century U.S. history listening, as an under-
graduate, to Alan’s lectures—an advantageous start. His recent advice and
support have greatly strengthened this book’s finish.

My parents, Rhoda and Ed Rossinow, somewhere got the idea that I
would not damage myself badly if I spent a lot of time reading books, so
they let me. They have continually expressed their support for a course of
action that, I know, has sometimes seemed mysterious to them. For this and
for other things, I thank them. My sisters, Jill and Sharon, likewise have
been consistently encouraging (as well as offering me places to crash when
I've been in New York). I thank Bob Lowen, the late Joan Lowen, Sara
Lowen, and Tom Omestad for their interest in this project and their friend-
ship along the way; Bob also has offered indispensable technical support.
Rebecca Lowen’s belief in me and in this book has never faltered. The book
has benefited from her razor-sharp skills as a reader and editor, and her
high professional standards have provided me with a valuable benchmark,
but her faith in me has proved most important. We married for better and

for worse. Owing to circumstances outside our control, we've had some of
each already, and she has been impressive throughout. Thanks, Becky; the
best is yet to come.

INTRODUCTION

From the Age Q\\&mb&.&u\ fo the
Politics of A mw\umk&&&\

_Hm; 15 4 STUDY of the political culture of the Unjted States between the
Mﬁ :Hfow m:m. wrn early 1970s. It traces the somewhat Surprising emergence
or mm:né .@orco& H.mm motoi:m the politically conservative era of the Hmo 508
H e oimwﬁm of this left in the 1960s, and its frustration in the 1970s. Thi ‘
“new left” stemmed from white youth participation in civil ri Emwmg.?. .
in the late 19505 and early 1960s. It attracted considerable msm:nos in MM:
early Smom by promoting a project of both formal and social democrac EM
n.Bvam; on formal or “participatory democracy” receiving the most mw\wo:-
MMW HMWMM M”w MHoMMBn:mm Bnﬁuma and sympathizers. In the late 1960s the
ed a erents rapidly, especially on college and university cam-
puses around the United States, in ste with t i b
among Americans in general with the mowao of HWM ﬁwwzwmym)mhp MMM WM.S
movement had dissipated as a coherent force for radical political om vpm
the time the Paris Peace Accords officially ended the war in ww:CmZHmwmo ’
- ﬁwrm new left broke sharply with the thought and activism of the .Q%mmﬁc
» the 19305 and 1940s. By the late 19408, hopes for a working-class-based
social democracy—the dominant vision of the left in the previous centu mwwn
had been severely dampened in the United States. Fewer than ten vear _C
.mBm= numbers of Americans, largely independent of one another Wm m anb
ing the groundwork for a new left that would draw on a Qnmmmnmm«‘ mmw% ot
social and intellectual basis than had the old left. Although mEmng MMDM
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Democratic Society (SDS), the main new left organization, advocated in its
Port Huron Statement (1962) a liberal-labor—civil rights coalition, SDS
nonetheless broke with what the radical sociologist C. Wright Mills called
the “labor metaphysic” of the old left and promoted universities, not facto-
ries or working-class neighborhoods, as the most promising sites of left-
wing insurgency.!

The new left was a movement of white, college-educated young people,
few of whom ever had known poverty. Material deprivation provided nei-
ther their main explanation of insurgency nor their prime argument for
social change. In fact, new left radicals launched what many have called a
“postscarcity” radicalism, directing their basic criticism at the “affluent soci-
ety” itself, which they, along with many liberals and conservatives of the
1950s and 1960s, considered an achieved fact. Under the influence of Mills’s
writings and the civil rights movement, the new left from its start viewed
students and African Americans as the two groups most likely to stimulate
radical social change in the United States. For a time, the new left viewed
the poor—a category they differentiated sharply from the working class, for
new left radicals endorsed the widespread belief that the U.S. working class
was comfortable and conservative—as the agent of social change. Yet even
here the new left saw the poor’s political potential arising not from eco-
nomic want but from political “alienation.”

The broad salience of the term alienation is the key to understanding the
post-World War Il left’s shift away from a materialist strategy. Possibly no
word was used more frequently in discussions of political discontent in the
United States during the period considered here. Afienation means “estrange-
ment,” and Americans in the 1950s and 1960s applied this term to many con-
texts—different individuals and groups can be estranged from a variety of
things and people, after all—and paradoxically, it took on both positive and
negative connotations among dissidents. Black Americans and the poor of all
races were alienated from the formal political system, perhaps even from the
values that underlay the social system (the argument went), so they might
prove willing to storm the palace gates, unlike the industrial working class,
which had been “bought off,” given a “seat at the table.” Marginality was the
key to radical agency.

The new left radicals sometimes asserted that college students likewise
sat outside the political system and therefore also had insurgent potential,
but more often the new left emphasized the strategic location of students in
the universities, which were increasingly important components in the
nation’s political economy. It was not easy to argue that students—especially
those who had grown up in an era of unprecedented material abundance
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and whose leading role in the consumer culture was increasingly recog-
nized—were marginal. Yet many observers had noted a malaise among
affluent youth as early as the 19505 and had labeled this a variety of alien-
ation. Not surprisingly, new left activists devoted a great deal of time to
pondering the sources and meaning of this middle-class alienation.?
Those who found the prospect of radical change less attractive than did
the new left found the phenomenon of alienation politically worrisome, not
cheering. Many political liberals expressed dismay, and did so for years before
the new left came on the scene, at the link they discerned between alienation
and depoliticization. (Levels of voter participation had been dropping since
the turn of the century, with a temporary reversal during the 1930s, and they
continued to do so until the century drew to a close.) Political liberals feared
a listless and perhaps volatile citizenry. The sociologist Kenneth Keniston
called alienated, affluent youth “the uncommitted.” As early as 1949, as the
cold war deepened, the influential historian, publicist, and liberal activist
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. foresaw widespread political and moral alienation, and
in the context of what John F. Kennedy later called the “long twilight strug-
gle” against communism, an alienated citizenry seemed worrisome indeed. 4
Alienation, Schiesinger argued, stemmed from an inability to cope with
the cultural impact of industrialization, and he feared political tyranny
would be the ultimate result. The transition to industrial modernity had
“devitaliz[ed] the old religions while producing nothing new capable of
controlling pride and power.” Americans lived in an “age of anxiety,” he
explained. Anxiety meant the awareness of moral and social alienation, the
feeling of floating adrift on foreign seas, a feeling that opened the way to
brutal regimes offering a sense of certainty through a “totalitarian” program.
“Red fascism,” as some called communism, held a genuine appeal for many
who were stricken with anxiety, Schlesinger believed, because it offered both
new social forms and a new creed. The diplomat George Kennan feared that
for this reason, communism would triumph. Schlesinger, too, doubted that
the political culture of democracy, whose “thinness” he bemoaned, could win
out over communism as a solution to alienation. “The spectacular reopen-
ing of these problems [of anxiety] in our time,” he concluded bleakly, “finds
the democratic faith lacking in the profounder emotional resources.
Democracy has no defense-in-depth against the neuroses of industrialism.”
The new left, shaped by cold war anticommunism and by the collapse of
the Stalinist left in the United States, set out to prove wrong this line of
thought. It sought to chart a third way between the politics of communism
and of anticommunism by showing that if invigorated and expanded, the
culture of democracy could defeat the forces of alienation and anxiety.
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Turning the politics of estrangement upside down, new left radicals mmmaﬁ.&
that alienation somehow could propel people out of anxiety and into social
commitment—which was the polar opposite of alienation. Since these rad-
icals favored drastic social and political change, the condition of alienation
actually appeared as an opportunity, since an estrangement from society
seemed like a prerequisite for recruitment into a new radical movement.
Still, bringing people from alienation into commitment would not be easy.
The new left argued that only a radical vision of democracy—a vision much
more radical than anything Schlesinger entertained—could serve as the
ideal that would bring water from the rock, commitment and wholeness
from alienation and anxiety.

For all the social and political alienation that they observed among Em&a
or the poor, the new radicals of the 1960s agreed with scholars like WaEmﬁ.OD
that they themselves experienced a distinctive kind of alienation. But s:rw.m
Keniston, they felt that this alienation of the affluent provided the surest basis
for new left recruitment. They felt their own alienation was an estrangement
less from dominant social norms, or from conventional political activity, than
from their own real selves. This estrangement from one’s self caused subjec-
tive feelings like anxiety. The theologian Paul Tillich and other existentialists
had long made this argument in a more spiritual vein. The fundamental
estrangement that caused anxiety, they believed, was an alienation from m.ww&.
According to existentialist thought, a state of unity with the self or the m.ZEm
or, as Tillich put it in his disembodied way, “the ground of Being” furnished
a kind of inner wholeness. This wholeness was the opposite of alienation in
an internal sense, just as commitment was the opposite of social alienation;
this inner wholeness was the state of authenticity. Adopting an existentialist
outlook, the new left came to argue that social and political arrangements
caused inner alienation and that only radical social change would open the
path to authenticity. Thus a growing understanding among mm?awﬁ youth of
their own predicament would inspire this segment of the population to seek
the twin goals of authenticity and democratization.

The search for authenticity lay at the heart of the new left. The new left
was not simply a movement of opposition, the antithesis of the moQoQ that
produced it, or merely an eccentric cousin of the Marxist left. Wmﬂw.oa., it was
a logical development of broad strains in twentieth-century wo.r\DOm m:.&
culture. Although the quest for authenticity stretches across industrial
American history, only after World War II did it become a widespread pre-
occupation. T. J. Jackson Lears sees a sensation of “weightlessness”—a feel-
ing of insubstantiality or inauthenticity—among the American upper class
at the turn of the twentieth century. Christopher Lasch was the first to rec-
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ognize that concern over this predicament, and a consequent desire to make
contact with “real life,” animated some of those on the modern political left,
usually those from rather genteel backgrounds. In 1965 he termed this “the
new radicalism.”® At almost exactly the same time, the combination of the
search for authenticity with leftist politics acquired a popular basis. Amid
conditions of broad affluence, mass consumption, the bureaucratization of
many areas of social life, and increasing disengagement from formal politi-
cal participation, feelings of weightlessness migrated down the social scale,
appearing among much broader strata of American society and leading to
a widespread yearning for authenticity. Unlike the pessimistic upper-class
yearning in earlier times for “real” experience, the young people who sought
authenticity in the early cold war often believed strongly that they would
achieve their personal and political goals. The triumphalism of cold war
America influenced them as much as did American anxiety.’

The intersection of the search for authenticity and political life produced
what, looking backward, we can sce as a tradition of existentialist politics in
these middle strata in cold war America. Not inappropriately, this politics
appeared most conspicuously in the country’s universities, among students
whose experience in those institutions during the cold war had become the
single clearest mark of “middle-class” identity. The poles of alienation and
authenticity define existentialism, and existential politics spins political
analysis and action between these two poles. It is not merely a historian’s con-
ceit to call this politics existentialist. The vocabulary of existentialism became
widely popular in the United States in the 19505 and 1960s, and the young
people considered in this book made it the means of expressing their personal
and political hopes. They talked all the time about becoming “real” or “nat-
ural” or “authentic” and about transcending their generation’s “alienation.”
Existentialism did not simply overtake the new left in its later years, displac-
ing a rational, deliberative project aimed at cultivating participatory democ-
racy, as some argue. Rather, existentialism was a powerful element in this
movement from the start. The Port Huron Statement asserted that the “goal
of man and society should be . . . finding a meaning in life that is personally
authentic,” and the new left’s ultimate aim was to alter social arrangements
s0 as to allow as many people as possible to pursue that goal.®

In the late 19505 and early 1960s, clusters of American youth became
enamored of different variants of existentialism. While many high school
and college students spent hours in coffeehouses over paperback volumes
edited by Walter Kaufmann or written by Jean-Paul Sartre or Albert Camus
(who was the more readable and the more read of the Frenchmen), the most
organized and most politically consequential source of existentialist ideas in






