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184 FREE SPACES

plexity of community life. Ties of place, gender, memory, kin-
ship, work, ethnicity, value and religious belief, and many other
bonds may in different contexts be sources of communal solidar-
ity or of fragmentation. Communities can be open, evolving,
and changing—or static, parochial, defensive, and rigid. They
can encourage new roles for those traditionally marginalized or
powerless within their midst, or they can reinforce patterns of
exclusivity and parochialism. Without attention to the specific
features and processes that democratize community life, any
invocation of communal values is prey to telling criticisms of
sentimentality and naiveté.

Despite the complexity of communities, however, Brownell
accurately identified an intellectual stance that has character-
ized thought across the political and social spectrum. Close-knit
communities where people live in multidimensional relations
with one another—what is called Gemeinschaft in social theory
—are thought to give way with “progress” to relations based on
reason, functional identities like work and profession, and vol-
untarily conceived association. As a result, conventional ap-
proaches marginalize or ignore particular identities of all sorts.
As ArtHur Schlesinger put it in 1949, “Modern technology
created free society, but created it at the expense of the protec-
tive tissues which had bound together feudal society. . . . New
social structures must succeed where the ancient jurisdictions

peoples in the world. And the fusion of expressive individualist and communal
themes in free spaces gives pubilic life a remarkable dynamism and vitality. The
effort to balance communal commitments and individual expression has in-
formed some of the richest explorations of the meaning of democracy. Thus, for
instance, for D. H. Lawrence, “the first great purpose of Democracy' was for
each to be “spontaneously”™ themselves: “each man himself, each women her-
self. . . . None shall try to determine the being of any other.” But Lawrence
defined “freedom” in terms sharply different from contemporary cultural radi-
cals who marginalize cornmunal ties. Humans are free, he argued, “only when
they belong to a living, organie, believing community.” Simple individualism
for Lawrence led to cornmercialism, sex without relationship, and death of the
spirit. Lawrence quoted in Raymond Williams, Culture and Society (New York:
Harper Torchbooks, 1972), pp. 208-10, 212.

Robert Bellah et al,, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in
American Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), especially chap.
11.
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of the family, the clan and the guild and nation-state have
failed.” Marshall Berman's celebration of the modernist sensi-
bility in 1982, All That Is Solid Melts into Air, conveys the same
message. “He [modern man, personified in figures like Goethe’s
Faust] won't be able to create anything unless he’s prepared to
let everything go, to accept the fact that all that has been
created up to now—and, indeed, all that he may create in the
future-—must be destroyed to pave the way for more creation.
This is the dialectic that modern man must embrace in order
to move and live.”™

From a democratic perspective, more is lost through the
eclipse of community than a sense of belonging and secure
identity. Citizenship itself disappears from view. And the very
arenas where it is nourished and given meaning—communally
grounded voluntary associations of the sort we have called,
throughout this work, free spaces-—are defined simply as bul-
warks of order and the status gquo. Such a perspective, for in-
stance, characterizes much of contemporary conservatism.

Neoconservative thought has as its central theme a reasser-
tion of the importance of voluntary associations and commu-
nally based groupings like family, religious congregations, and
neighborhoods. These are said to stand between, or “mediate,”
the private world of the individual and the “public” world of
large institutions like bureaucracy, profession, trade union, and
corporation.

The intellectual roots of neoconservatism lie in the 1950s,
when social critics like Robert Nisbet argued that totalitarian-
ism depends upon the elimination of voluntary and autonomous
communal ties of all sorts. Even the most innocuous, like musi-
cal clubs, were outlawed by the Nazi government, for example,
because they were organized “for purposes, however innocent,
that did not reflect those of the central government.” Current
theorists like Peter Berger, drawing on such work, have main-
tained that communal groups create a bulwark against the dis-
contents and dangers of modern life. “The best defenses against
the threat are those institutions, however weakened, which still
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188 FREE SPACES

prove centrally important. In turn, capitalist development has,
indeed, fragmented such identities, distancing workplace from
community life. Such fragmentation has reinforced and facili-
tated the growth of large-scale, bureaucratized unions and po-
litical parties, which normally work carefully within the frame-
work of the system and see their members largely as clients, not
active participants. One strong theme in democratic move-
ments, as we approach the present day, in fact, has thus been
the repair and revitalization of memories, communal ties, and
voluntary associations weakened by modern corporate and
bureaucratic institutions. The labor protests of the 1930s, the
civil rights movement of the 1960s, and the farm workers’
movements of recent years all have had, as an essential compo-
nent, “bringing our country back to the wells of democracy,”
as Martin Luther King described the purpose of the sit-in
demonstrators.

Our concern in Free Spaces has been to understand the ways
in which the defensive and limited impulses which spark most
social protests, especially in their early stages, can be trans-
formed into democratic initiatives. What are the features of the
environments in which people discover their capacities to over-
come deferential patterns of behavior, outgrow parochialisms
of class, race, or sex, and form a broader conception of the
common good? How do people develop new visions in which
elements of tradition become resources for democratic activity?

In the course of democratic movements, as a people move
into action, they change. They discover in themselves and in
their ways of life new democratic potentials. They find out new
political facts about the world. They build networks and seek
contacts with other groups of the powerless to forge a broader
group identity. In turn, for such processes to occur requires
more than local, communal roots. Such spaces must also be
relatively autonomous, free from elite control,

Thus, the voluntary aspect of such community environments
is an important element. Unstructured by the imperatives of
large and bureaucratic organizations, communal groups that
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people own themselves allow them to rework ideas and themes
from the dominant culture in ways which bring forth hidden
and potentially subversive dimensions. Thus, black churches
have served as the organizational and visionary heart of the
movement from slavery to civil rights. There, black ministers
were able to draw on insurgent, populist themes within the
very Christian tradition that had been taught to slaves as a
method of pacification.

Some social spaces have a long history of autonomy. Within
them, collective action seems almost as natural as breathing.
Groups which have had litile experience of collective strength
and self-confidence, however, remain vulnerable to manipula-
tion by demagogic appeals. Their democratic self-consciousness
—not only of themselves but of themselves in egalitarian rela-
tion to other powerless groups—is weak. Among lower-class
southern whites, for example, where voluntary associations and
communal life remained largely under elite control, movement
culture in the Knights of Labor or the populist cooperatives
depended upon newly created free spaces. The defeat of these
movements, in large part because of suceessful elite manipula-
tion of racist traditions in the South, cut off a historical process
of self-discovery that had only begun. By contrast, where free
sacial spaces were deeply embedded in community life—as in
the Richmond black community—the Knights of Labor served
as a catalyst to bring the mobilized power of the community
onto a stage of broader action.

With the emergence of enormous institutions of government
and economic life in the twentieth century, the difficulties in
maintaining autonomy have taken new form. Government pro-
grams, the lure of subsidies, commercialized packaging of can-
didates, corporate grants, the mass media—all such pressures
can severely erode the freedom of action and initiative pos-
sessed by voluntary associations, and can obscure the broader
civic and democratic implications of civic involvement. Yet in
the very different environment of 1960s activism, young organ-
izers at times also gained an understanding of the need for free
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nues for wider sociability. From the Hicksite Quakers and fe-
male abolition networks to benevolent societies in Richmond’s
black community or the large-scale ethnic associations in Steel-
ton which laid the groundwork for the steelworkers’ unioniza-
tion, such associations create a consciousness that many people
can act together. Moreover, when public arenas that allow ac-
tive participation become politicized in the context of changing
conditions, they offer broad opportunities for the acquisition
and development of basic skills of public life. People learn to
speak in public, run meetings, analyze problems and their
sources, write leaflets, and so forth—the sorts of skills that are
essential to sustaining democracy.

As democratic movements develop, they create movement
institutions and networks that generate still more inclusive un-
derstandings of “the people.” The Women’s Christian Temper-
ance Union, the Knights of Labor, and the Farmers’ Alliances
in the nineteenth century found counterparts in twentieth-
century movement institutions such as the CIO in the 1930s,
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and the Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society in the 1960s. The public life that
emerges out of such networks constitutes an alternative move-
ment culture, an identifying feature of democratic movements.
Movement cultures have been visible in the lecture circuits,
newspapers, and mass encampments of the 1890s Populists, the
celebrations, labor press, and labor education schools of the
1930s, the Freedom Schools of civil rights, and the alternative
institutions of the women's movement, alike. In movement cul-
tures, a newly open and vital intellectual life takes hold. Alter-
native media, like newspapers, magazines, and movement
- schools, offer forums for new ideas and an ongoing process of
movement education. Diversity and difference may help peo-
ple simultaneously to experiment with novel and unorthodox
ideas and to think differently about their histories and tradi-
tions. They unearth buried insurgent elements in their own
traditions, find out new facts about the world, debate alterna-
tives, develop a vision of the common good that transcends
limited and particular interests.
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The nature of free social space also shapes specific leadership
styles, with powerful consequences for social movements. From
the time of slavery, the black church served as the training
ground for black leaders, creating a unique, powerful, and
largely male rhetorical style. The charismatic tones of the
preacher, from Andrew Bryan to Jesse Jackson, have led hun-
dreds of diverse struggles. Yet the dispersed nature of black
churches and religious associations also guaranteed the constant
production of new leaders, curbing in some ways the antidemo-
cratic dimensions of charisma. By way of contrast, populist
movements, whose underlying culture had little opportunity to
develop such strengths, proved vulnerable to the manipulation
of a long line of southern demagogues, from Ben Tillman to
George Wallace,

Leaders have played crucial roles in articulating the demo-
cratic and empowering threads within the American ideologi-
cal heritage. Republicanism and the biblical themes of justice,
community, and equality have provided democratic resources
for an extraordinary range of movements. At the same time,
such traditions also provide the ideological underpinning of
antidemocratic impulses. For example, the right-wing version
of republicanism justifies unbridled economic individualism
and greed, just as biblical themes can be used by those who
advocate racial and sexual subordination. The appropriation of
democratic possibility depends on the collective experience we
have identified with free social spaces. Simply, democratic ideas
only make sense in the context of democratic experience. When
people begin to see in themselves the capacity to end their own
hurts, to take control of their lives, they gain the capacity to tap
the democratic resources in their heritage. Thus, workers drew
on biblical, artisanal, and republican traditions throughout the
nineteenth century and on ethnic cultures shaped to the new
environments of urban, industrial America. The separation of
home and work spaces made the existence of community insti-
tutions such as taverns, churches, reading rooms, clubs, and
other groups all the more essential in order to create a vocabu-
lary in opposition to the emerging industrial order, with its
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Behind these surface evidences of order and mutual respect
lies the story of a community that reclaimed itself. Today Coch-
ran Gardens is tenant run. A tenant manager lives in each
building. Tenant councils decide and enforce policies for admis-
sion, standards of behavior, and plans for the future. Tenants
run several day-care centers, programs to bring together the
elderly and the young, food service companies to provide meals
for seniors and day-care, a security service, and a new commu-
nity center. It all started when Bertha Gilkey, herself a young
mother on welfare who had grown up in Cochran Gardens,
began to organize in a single building. Their first victory was the
installation of a laundry washer in an abandoned first-floor
apartment, They celebrated with a ribbon cutting and party.
Then she organized tenants, floor by floor, to paint their hall-
ways. Gilkey remembered the days when Cochran was a safe
and clean and friendly place to live. She was determined to
convey that memory, and to see tenants gain control over those
forces which had rendered them helpless and dependent. As
people began to win specific victories, looking to each other for
strength and support, they came to share the vision. And their
participation led to active involvement with other poor com-
munities arcund the country.

Bertha Gilkey now serves as national co-chair of the National
Congress of Neighborhood Women, a different kind of experi-
ment. An organization of women in an ethnic, blue-collar area
of Brooklyn with affiliates in several cities, the National Con-
gress has consistently avoided taking stands on issues which
many see as basic to feminism as conventionally conceived,
such as the Equal Rights Amendment and abortion. It began in
1974 when Jan Peterson and other feminists sought to extend
the women's movement to working-class and poor women in a
manner that would respect their high commitment to neigh-
borhood and family.!2

As the organization became ethnically more diverse and
began to place a positive value on that diversity, organizers
developed a sharing process which extends in new directions
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the notion that “the personal is political.” At NCNW meetings
and conferences, “identity groups”—defined as participants
choose to do so—meet to discuss the meaning of their shared
heritage, both the hard parts and the positive dimensions. Each
group then presents to the whole what they would like others
to know about themselves and their culture. The result is a
series of histories: the spiritual values of traditional Lakota cul-
ture and their long history of resistance against the loss of their
land, their hunting economy, and their sacred places; the racial
diversity of Puerto Rico and the importance of Spanish as a
mother tongue; the experiences of Italian immigrants on Ellis
Island; the historic strength of black women in their communi-
ties. And in each case there is also an explanation of the pain
caused by stereotyping: the Mafia jokes, the blame heaped on
“black matriarchs,” the combination of romanticism and disre-
spect for Native Americans in our popular culture. The impact
for many participants is a rediscovery of the bonds among
women in a context which does not require the shedding of
other identities. For Bertha Gilkey, involvement in the Na-
tional Congress revealed the feminist dimension of her work.
Most of the residents in Cochran Gardens are women. The
movement they organized was led by women, and today
women occupy most positions of leadership. This recognition
also broadened their sense of who could be their allies.'®
The growth of numerous neighborhood and citizen efforts in
recent years that transcend barriers of parochialism, defensive-
ness, and powerlessness are other instances of free space. The
reclaiming and redefinition of citizen participation in public life
is evident, for instance, in what has come to be called “value-
based community organizing.” This method adapts participa-
tory understandings of democracy to the dilemmas of modern
culture and the era of large-scale institutions like government
and corporations, recognizing as problematic such terms as
“community,” “tradition,” and “public life.”” In recent years,
such groups as the Communities Organized for Public Service
in San Antonio, East Brooklyn Churches, the San Francisco
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respect for each other, being tolerant. And we talked about
what threatened those values. Large corporations. How much
of society today is being run by media hype. How can you
bombard children with all of this and not have them buy into
it?” For some months people held such discussions and others
on concrete organizational skills, and combined them with
work on particular issues like the uses of an abandoned school
building. Then the parish held a large convention. It recog-
nized and celebrated different groups in the community, and
made decisions about priority areas for action.?®

This kind of organizing process not only involved traditional
community “activists,” but as in the case of COPS and similar
groups, it built directly upon the core leaders involved in sus-
taining and renewing community life. These are the people—
often women—who work, frequently behind the scenes, to
keep the PTAs going, to organize block parties, to run chil-
dren’s sports activities, and so forth. Value-based organizing
gives such community leaders new skills, support, and public
recognition, changing the very definitions of “leadership” and
“public” in the process. Moreover, in the context of a pluralist
and diversified organizing effort like SFOP’s, such organizing
introduces people to other communities in ways that allow seri-
ous dialogue.

Nationally, citizen initiatives have now resulted in efforts like
Citizen Action, a diverse coalition of community, labor union,
senior citizen, rural, environmental, and other groups which
defines itself as a “new democratic populism.” Since its forma-
tion in late 1979, Citizen Action has developed a presence in
twenty-five states, and has played a key organizing role in cam-
paigns from toxic waste and farm foreclosure to energy prices
and plant shutdowns. Indeed, the changing economic and polit-
ical environment of the 1980s has tended to generate this sort
of larger-scale coalition, in ways that may presage the formation
of new citizen movements. “It's a very different time than
when I started out organizing ten years ago,” recounted Robert
Hudak, Citizen Action’s field director, in 1985. “In the 1970s,

FREE SPACES 201

if your community group had a problem you’d go to the county
board. They made a decision and it made a difference in peo-
ple’s lives.” But Hudak had seen a rapidly growing recognition
that coalitions are the only possible way to win against intransi-
gent opposition. “You take a local dump site activist who’s been
concerned about kids being poisoned by toxic waste. They go
to the bureaucracy and get a runaround. It’s very easy for them
to understand that the only way this sort of problem is really
going to be solved is if the government clamps down on corpo-
rations and establishes a cleanup fund.”!?

In sum, the historical and contemporary record calls for a
new attentiveness to the life of rooted communities themselves,
whose institutions are the foundation and wellspring for any
sustained challenge to autocratic power. It is through the struc-
tures of community life, which sustain and reproduce a group’s
shared bonds of historical memory and culture, that an op-
pressed people begin to come to self-consciousness. Through
their activity in new contexts, groups may acquire public skills,
reinforce democratic values, and form new links between sub-
communities into larger networks and organizations. And it is
through such processes that a powerless people constitutes itself
as a force for democratic transformation of the broader social
structure and as a school for its own education in a democratic
sensibility. Loss of organic connection to the communal sources
of social movement can lead to the amorphous and rootless
stridency of the late new left on the one hand, or to the bureau-
cratic stagnation apparent in many contemporary trade unions
on the other.

Yet the evidence also draws attention to the complexity of
community life, and the relative powerlessness of communities
by themselves, from a democratic perspective. If democratic
movements necessarily draw their strength, vision, and power
from communitarian settings, these also limit the nature of such
movements. Leaders, organizational forms, and broader strate-
gies may help movements overcome parochialism and ethno-
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