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Review of The Other Side of the Sixties: Young Americans for Freedom and the Rise of Conservative Politics, by John A. Andrew III


In The Other Side of the Sixties, John Andrew examines the conservative movements that arose next to the young left during the first half of the decade.  He argues that the sixties were “not so much a radical decade as a polarized one” (p. 2).  Still, the Young Americans for Freedom (YAF), which represented a conservative ideology for many college students, was ultimately successful in moving the Republican Party to the right and in implementing a twenty-five year plan that would alter American politics.  This occurred despite significant early defeats—particularly the 1964 loss of Barry Goldwater, whose presidential candidacy YAF strongly supported.  Indeed, writes Andrew, the ideologically-driven Right was more active in challenging the status quo during the early sixties than was the morally-driven left (who took many cues from SNCC and CORE).   


To get at the heart of the young sixties Right Andrew investigates five intertwined goals of YAF:  To form a “viable organization by and for young conservatives,” to make their voice heard via the Sharon Statement, to train conservative leadership, to oppose the “liberal establishment,” and to resist the moderate conservatism represented by Dwight Eisenhower (pp. 7-8).  Though generally clear and informative about the Right’s goals and strategies, the author occasionally stumbles into unfortunate phrasings.  He finds, for example, that although the South became viewed by many strategists as fertile ground for a conservative counterrevolution—i.e., opposition to liberalism and moderate conservatism—and that although the Southern Strategy played on racist tendencies in the South, “opposition to federal intervention in civil rights rested primarily on the constitutional question of federal power rather than on racism per se” (pp. 208-09).  Such statements, apparently included to elucidate YAF’s ideological position, instead obscure the author’s intentions.  Is this an apology for the racism found among leaders and foot soldiers of the conservative backlash, or is it an attempt to balance the story of sixties activism by presenting conservative strategies as legitimate political weapons?  Because he neglects to take a stand on the issue of race, Andrew offers too few hints to answer such questions.  


Mobilizing around William F. Buckley’s anti-statism, Goldwater’s The Conscience of a Conservative, the National Student Committee for the Loyalty Oath, and HUAC’s propaganda film, “Operation Abolition,” young conservatives of the early sixties worked out a platform to combat liberalism and moderate conservatism.  The Sharon Statement took a strong anti-Communist stance, supported individual freedom, and declared that the government exists for the administration of justice, defense, the maintenance of internal order, and little more.  It argued that the withdrawal of the government from private affairs promoted the common good.   

The Right was not of one mind, however.  Clashes occurred along organizational lines.  The John Birch Society, which promoted “New Right populism” and grassroots organization, opposed the top-down prescriptions of Buckley and the YAF.  Other splits included liberal Republicans’ opposition to YAF’s states rights argument, which it condemned as an anti-Civil Rights policy in disguise.  Within YAF, political strategists could not agree on whether to merge with the GOP or keep the organization nonpartisan and woo conservative Democrats.  Andrew attributes factionalism within YAF to the Sharon Statement, which he describes as “far too general” to produce ideological cohesion.  


Perhaps the most useful part of this book is what it reveals about YAF members generally.  Andrew reports that studies show that most YAFers “were from lower-middle and ‘respectable working-class’ families, whose parents possessed low status relative to their occupation and education rankings.”  If YAF and the New Right of the early sixties turns out to have been as active and effective in its opposition to the status quo of the early sixties as Andrew claims, this book would add a fascinating dimension to the discussion of the New Left’s rapid growth beginning at the middle of the decade.  To what extent, we might ask, did this organization on the Right impact the development of the New Left at the grassroots level?  How correct was Todd Gitlin when he said that the growth of the Left in the American heartland was mainly a reaction to surrounding (local) conservatism?  Though in places Andrew leaves the reader wondering about some of the purposes of this study, it would be hard to refute his argument that “[i]f we are to understand the sixties, or American political culture since then, we must put the Right back into the picture” (p. 10).        
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