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Review of Community and Organization in the 

New Left: 1962-1968: The Great Refusal, by Wini Breines


Breines borrows her subtitle from Marcuse’s description of people who rejected the dominant mores of Western society’s middle class.  Minorities, students, free thinkers, and others “who could not or would not share in the coercive consumerism and conformism of late capitalist society” (p. xv) stand at the center of this study of the New Left movement.  Breines explores the political means by which these groups attempted to create alternatives to the institutions they rejected.  Necessary to such an exploration is a political interpretation of activities and ideas which, on the surface, conventionally appear as “apolitical” or “unpolitical.”  The author supports her approach with precedents set in the works of E.P. Thompson and Christopher Hill; unlike her predecessors, however, Breines focuses on the movement’s leadership rather than the rank and file.  Relying on activists’ and observers’ memoirs, organizational leaflets, underground papers, and her own memory, Breines’s analysis draws from cultural history, social history, and sociological theories of organization.  


Implicit in her study is a search for why the New Left failed to spawn a coherent, united coalition which might have furthered shared social aims.  The “problems and experiments” of the New Left, she writes, are relevant to any impulse to make “democratic change in America” (p. xii).  In her search she sees conflict between two sides of the New Left:  1) political strategists (whom Todd Gitlin and others have called the “Old Guard”) and 2) an anti-hierarchical, seemingly anti-organizational element which opposed the New Left’s strategic politics.  (Gitlin referred to this faction as the “second generation”; several scholars have concurred with Gitlin that the latter faction set an undisciplined, destructive course which led to wide public disapproval of the New Left.)  Breines, however, links the latter impulse to an early civil rights ethos—“prefigurative politics”—and thus places it at the fountainhead of New Left consciousness.  At the heart of her story she argues that, contrary to the conventional interpretation of this impulse, the “wariness of hierarchy and centralized organization” cannot be easily dismissed as the work of anti-intellectual anarchists.  Prefigurative politics lent itself to a “deeper, subjective political meaning” than did the rules of strategic power brokering.  It descended from the Civil Rights Movement’s aim to create “the beloved community”—i.e., to allow the social reform organization to become a microcosm of the ideal society.  Breines reads this community-oriented philosophy in the formation of such New Left counter-institutions as the Economic Research and Action Project (ERAP), which sought to organize the poor and unemployed in northern cities.  Thus, for Breines, anti-hierarchical leadership did not preclude thoughtful, conscious attempts at organization; rather, they posited social reform which focused more immediately on political means than on political ends.  Moreover, for a prefigurative political activist, a just society required that the means not be divorced from the ends:  sanity and justice could be achieved in both.  

The heritage of social contestation in the Civil Rights Movement fueled the white left’s movement toward this philosophy in the early to mid sixties.  In particular, the failure of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party’s bid to place voting delegates at the 1964 Democratic convention as well as the concurrent increase in white southern violence drove the young left’s disillusionment with strategic politics (including that of American liberals) to a new peak.  Activists found that the path to the beloved community lay in active commitment to democratic ideals.  Thus leaders of Berkeley’s Free Speech Movement subsequently declared that “radical consciousness” was the only prerequisite for “radical political action.”  And how was radical consciousness supposed to be cultivated?  Through “successful acts of dislocation” (pp. 30-31).  


The dominant organizational principle for the movement became participatory democracy; for Breines, individuals’ commitment to it accounted for the movement’s strength.  So, if we are to explain the growth of the movement’s flagship organization, SDS, we must look beyond descriptions of group behavior and large demonstrations.  SDS grew because the movement grew.  The movement grew, Breines argues, because of the common yearning of great numbers of people for a “sense of community and [for an] opportunity to affect at least a portion” of their lives (p. 48).  By the same token, SDS ultimately collapsed because the movement collapsed.  Breines again raises ERAP as a model for explaining the breakdown of prefigurative politics in the New Left.  Organization of the poor became mired in extremely slow networking and consensus building at meetings.  Incompatible goals led to fatigue and cynicism among low income residents.  Eventually, this became true of the movement in general.  “Put very bluntly,” asks Breines, “did the concern for participatory democracy undermine the prospect of strong organization and leadership?”  She answers in the affirmative.  

Although it argues for greater focus on the motivations of activists as individuals, Community and Organization also broadly analyzes the New Left’s legacy.  By stressing crucial ideological links between the civil rights and white student left movements of the early to mid sixties, Breines challenges scholars who wrote the first movement histories to question the emphasis they have placed on the left’s sectarian conflicts of the late sixties.  She finds much explanatory value in the notion that prefigurative political activism could be tailored to individual needs while allowing for a broad unity of purpose. 

Although this study’s merits far outweigh its flaws, the latter should not be ignored.  Breines’s broad analysis covers a variety of topics, occasionally at the expense of coherency.  Additionally, it is doubtful that ERAP—a short-lived, regionally-confined program—was representative enough of New Left activity to warrant its repeated use as a microcosm for a multi-issue, nationwide movement.  Finally, Breines largely ignores the racial dynamics of leadership and organization on the left (she relies, instead, on class analysis) despite her argument that the civil rights and white student movements shared a philosophy of community.  Black organization of southern blacks with the help of white students, for example, is different from the organization of the urban poor in the North by (mostly) white, middle-class students.  How much of ERAP’s failure, I wonder, can be attributed to cultural or racial tensions?    
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