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Review of The Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, 
Christianity, and the New Left in America, by Doug Rossinow

In The Politics of Authenticity, Doug Rossinow argues for a broader definition of the New Left than has been common among historians of the 1960s.  He constructs an atmosphere of anxiety and personal and spiritual alienation as the setting for youth activism, and he places the search for authenticity—the antithesis of separation from God and part of the existentialist quest for meaning in late capitalist society—at the center of New Left activity from its beginning in the late fifties.  “[T]he most organized and most politically consequential source of existentialist ideas in this era . . . was the student Christian movement of the nation’s campuses” (pp. 5-6).  This movement developed much of its momentum at the University of Texas—Austin, where, not coincidentally, the largest and most active New Left coalition in the South and Southwest emerged.  Shifting from Austin to the national scene and back again, Rossinow thus widens the lens for viewing and defining the New Left and for analyzing its grievances and goals.  He concludes that “the new left was less an outgrowth of a continuous history of radical politics in the United States than the evanescent leftist branch of a search for authenticity in industrial American life” (p. 345). 
The Student Christian Movement brought the turn of the century social gospel movement into the Cold War.  Activist groups were increasingly interracial, and they consciously resisted the conservatism and conformity of the 1950s.  In the early sixties, these people explored other venues, contributing their energies and sharing goals with the leaders of several burgeoning organizations; SNCC and SDS, for example, became the political side of a broadly-based “youth existentialist movement” which branched to the left.  In order to explain the leftward orientation of so many youth activist groups of the period, Rossinow identifies the search for authenticity as the common strand among twentieth century social gospel liberalism, Christian evangelicalism, cold war liberalism, Western libertarianism, and liberal feminism.  Rather than simply serving an avowedly leftist ideology, then, these branches gravitated toward political expressions which could accommodate their goals of building authentic lives, communities, and work methods.  

These organizations were not, however, wholly averse to the benefits of tradition.  Several institutions in Texas worked to extend time-honored liberal principles to young people, and the latter drew heavily upon the lessons.  During and after World War II, for example, segregation and capital punishment met stiff resistance from a UT president, the Daily Texan (an underground paper), and liberal professors (particularly those in the economics department, where several of Thorstein Veblen’s disciples could be found).  Still, students and youth activists straddled several traditions at once.  They took as much from the ideas of personal integrity and individual autonomy of the social gospel and populist movements as from their liberal contemporary elders in combating the “culture of conformism.”  Indeed, by the end of the fifties, not only had Texas students been confronted with the complexities of racism and administering social justice, but they had also developed a vocabulary about the restrictiveness of anti-communism and jingoism.  When, by the early sixties, existentialists resolved to disrupt and challenge the political system as a means of resisting the anxiety fostered by popular (Southern and Southwestern) opposition to such an education, they relied on a Protestant evangelical framework to help legitimize their political dissent.  Young people also resisted alienation and anxiety through the idea of the “beloved community,” a trait of Christian existentialism.  Religious communitarians, argues Rossinow, linked black and white civil rights activism and hence proved crucial to the formation of the New Left.  

UT Students encountered existentialist philosophy and experienced political and social dissent as acceptable means to authentic living through such institutions as the Faith and Life Community (an Austin ministry) and the University Y.  Activists protested segregated public accommodations and developed critiques of institutional hierarchy, careerism, and middle class values embodied in the university.  For Rossinow such local actions, which translated easily into discussions on society as a whole, paved the way to a broadly-based, active, and quickly growing left coalition across the United States.  Although after 1963 New Left and Christian activism shared few organizational links, their similar goals and means of expression reflected continuity.  

Rossinow follows his discussion of UT with a narrative of the New Left on the national level. Topics include the sit-ins of the early sixites, red-baiting on campuses, the movement of Vietnam to the center of New Left agendas, and the expulsion of whites from SNCC.  He intersperses this overview with relevant incidents on the UT campus in order to show that Austin occupied considerable space on the New Left scene.

Finally, the author discusses the counterculture’s presence at UT and argues that the strongest link between the New Left and the counterculture, while not political, concerned a search for authenticity which crossed boundaries set by mainstream society.  “The new left and counterculture,” he writes, “were two parts of a larger white youth existentialist movement of the cold war—two parts of a larger historical formation with common roots, even if they were not close tactical allies” (p. 249).  
Rossinow provides neat, brief explanations for the New Left’s shortcomings.  For example, the Vietnam War interrupted the left’s organizational and philosophical momentum and drained the movement of resources which might otherwise have ensured a viable alternative to mainstream American political practices.  Also, sexism and the value placed on masculinity within the left operated in part as an antidote to the emasculation caused by alienation and anxiety.  Further, Rossinow invokes Raymond Williams’s argument that the prevalent culture creates its own counterculture.  Thus, in the end, the New Left was able to achieve cultural “amelioration not transcendence and, in political terms, reform not revolution.”  
With respect to the author’s explanations for the New Left’s shortcomings, three omissions occur to me.  First, in relying on the idea that Vietnam somehow ruined the left’s inter-group continuity of searching for authenticity, Rossinow neglects the issues of community and moral consciousness in the draft resistance movement.  Second, he does not mention the possibility that the white split from SNCC had any links to the search for authenticity.  Third, he says very little about the impact of the U.S. government’s efforts (e.g., COINTELPRO) to disrupt left activity on campuses across the nation.          
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