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Abstract: This article reconsiders the history of the Community Action Program (CAP).  
I argue that the CAP is best understood as a bold attempt at administrative experi-
mentation and reform. Using original archival materials, I show that policymakers 
involved the CAP’s design outlined three models of community action: coordination, 
collaboration, and mobilization, which communities drew upon when implementing 
the program. Drawing upon an original dataset of ninety-eight community action 
agencies (CAAs), this article provides a synthetic assessment of the CAP’s implemen-
tation. I show that while the 1967 Green Amendment curtailed the CAP’s exper-
imental and participatory ethos, most CAAs operated relatively harmoniously with 
local governments and social welfare groups to fight poverty. By looking beyond the 
dramatic clashes between CAAs and local governments and focusing on the multiple 
ways in which CAAs seized upon the CAP’s experimental nature, this article provides 
a more balanced and comprehensive assessment of the CAP’s historical legacy.
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Lyndon Johnson’s domestic policies dramatically influenced American poli-
tics and governance. Medicare and Medicaid have become two of the nation’s 
most significant and consequential health-care programs. Head Start and the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act have helped millions of low-income 
and minority children access educational opportunities. The Civil Rights and 
Voting Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965 dismantled systems of Jim Crow segrega-
tion and bestowed new rights upon African Americans and other minority 
groups. Scholars across disciplines generally agree that many of Johnson’s 
domestic initiatives produced positive outcomes over the long term.1 But one 
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aspect of LBJ’s political and policymaking legacy remains mired in confusion 
and disagreement: the Community Action Program (CAP), the cornerstone 
of the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA).

Launched in 1964, the CAP attacked poverty at the local level. The policy’s 
most consequential and controversial component required low-income citizens’ 
“maximum feasible participation” in the fight against poverty. Citizens were 
to establish new community action agencies (CAAs) to design and adminis-
ter programming. To foster local innovation, the federal government bypassed 
state and local governments and disbursed funds directly to new CAAs. 
Flexibility and experimentation were critical components of the program’s 
design and implementation.

Given the program’s innovative structure, it is unsurprising that the CAP 
generated widespread criticism. Opponents charged that CAAs fomented 
racial unrest, embezzled federal funds, and filled the coffers of local political 
machines. In 1969, David Stolloff wrote, “From the beginning of the Community 
Action Program, it was clear to any alert politician that ‘community action’ 
and ‘citizen participation’ imply direct confrontation with established systems 
of political power and social control.”2 Saul Alinsky blasted it as “political 
pornography,” arguing that political elites were using it to buy off opposition 
forces.3 Republican leadership in the House of Representatives referred to the 
poverty program as “a churning Disneyland of administrative chaos.” Former 
Vice President Richard Nixon argued that Johnson’s “war on poverty has 
been first in promises, first in politics, first in press releases—and last in 
performance.”4 Early scholarly assessments, most notably Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan’s Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding, suggested that policymak-
ers relied too heavily upon untested scholarly theories when they drafted 
the legislation, which resulted in administrative incompetence.5

However, new research taking a bottom-up approach presents an alterna-
tive view and suggests that the CAP generated positive economic and political 
outcomes. This work highlights activists’ local struggles and shows that the War 
on Poverty facilitated participation in diverse contexts across the country and 
helped develop a cadre of minority political leaders, which contributed to the 
rising influence of civil rights organizations on social policy in the 1960s and 
1970s.6 Noel Cazenave, Susan Ashmore, and Nancy Naples argue that the CAP’s 
emphasis on citizen involvement ushered in a new era of participatory democ-
racy. Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle Hazirjian’s recent edited volume on the 
grassroots War on Poverty thoroughly documents how local activists seized the 
political moment to challenge existing systems of economic, racial, and political 
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inequality. These scholars situate the CAP in the long historical struggle by 
marginalized communities including women, African Americans, and other 
racial and ethnic minorities for civil rights and equal opportunity in the polity.7

Additionally, David Torstensson’s research on the rural War on Poverty 
sheds light on the overlooked ways that antipoverty efforts facilitated institutional 
development in some of the country’s most geographically isolated areas.8 In the 
field of economics, Martha Bailey and Nicolas Duquette’s rigorous analysis of 
Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) funding shows that the Johnson admin-
istration was dedicated to fighting poverty and racial inequality. They note:

Rather than including and empowering state and local politicians and 
community leaders in the allocation process as in the New Deal, OEO 
funds were used to circumvent and challenge these interests. OEO 
funds flowed to poor and nonwhite areas, which empowered new 
constituencies of poor and African Americans. . . . Unlike New Deal 
funding, OEO grants did not flow to (or away from) areas with pow-
erful congresspersons or meaningfully reward swing voters that helped 
Democrats win the most liberal Congress since the New Deal. . . . The 
OEO’s focus on fighting poverty and racial discrimination—over pol-
itics as usual—is consistent with this humanitarian vision.9

Economists and economic historians have produced detailed analyses of ini-
tiatives that began under CAP but then spun off into successful and enduring 
independent programs, such as Head Start, Legal Services, and community 
health centers.10 Taken together, these studies bring new evidence to bear on 
the CAP’s long-term effects.

Despite advancements in our understanding of the CAP’s legacy and impact, 
scholars still lack a synthetic description that brings together the extant scholar-
ship in a coherent manner to highlight the program’s experimental impulse and 
heterogenous implementation. This article analyzes the CAP’s history and imple-
mentation until 1967, when Congress passed a sweeping amendment to the pro-
gram. I argue that the CAP is best understood as a bold attempt at administrative 
experimentation and reform. By delegating authority over the War on Poverty to 
local communities, the CAP ensured that circumstances on the ground—not 
direction from above—would guide antipoverty efforts. Matthew Crenson 
and Francis Rourke considered the OEO and CAP to be “the leading edge of 
administrative change—a far-reaching experiment in citizen participation 
and government by remote control.”11 Breaking from typical approaches to 
public administration, each CAA was to coordinate from the bottom up and 
be “tailored to the distinctive circumstances of its own locality.”12
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The historical record shows that policymakers outlined multiple visions 
of community action and that CAAs adopted a range of implementation 
strategies in the program’s early days. This project presents the first step 
toward a more nuanced understanding of how CAA implementation varied 
across the country. In doing so, it provides a more balanced and comprehen-
sive reassessment of the CAP’s early history. The article proceeds as follows. 
In the first section, I describe three distinct visions of community action 
advanced by policymakers: coordination, collaboration, and mobilization. 
Three brief case studies illustrate how communities drew upon these visions 
when they carried out the CAP’s goals. The second section provides a more 
systematic assessment of how local communities implemented the CAP.

Drawing upon an original dataset of ninety-eight CAAs from the across 
the country, I show that while CAAs adopted each of these strategies, only a 
small number employed the mobilization approach, despite its predominance 
in both critical analyses and the academic scholarship on CAP. I then analyze 
the effects of the 1967 Green Amendment, which effectively curtailed the pro-
gram’s experimental impulse, and offer concluding remarks and suggestions 
for future research.

designing the poverty program: multiple visions of 
community action

Prior research suggests that Johnson and key policymakers overlooked con-
tradictions within the EOA because they were eager to pass legislation ahead 
of the 1964 elections.13 The CAP’s failure, according to critics, stemmed from 
policymakers’ inability to foresee how the law’s vague language and mission 
would cause confusion upon implementation. Contrary to this view, I argue 
that policymakers envisioned a program that would be adaptable to local 
context and that communities recognized this and designed their programs 
accordingly. This section sketches out three distinct visions of community 
action and shows how communities drew upon these models when they 
fought the War on Poverty.

Community Action as Coordination

LBJ formed the Task Force on the War Against Poverty in February of 1964, 
although he had been working on the poverty program with the Council of 
Economic Advisers (CEA), led by Walter Heller, and the Bureau of the Budget 
(BOB) the previous two months.14 Sargent Shriver chaired the task force, 
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which included academic economists and individuals from federal agencies 
including the Departments of Justice, Agriculture, Labor, and Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare.15 Task force members believed that a federal antipoverty 
program should coordinate and reorganize existing resources. They argued 
that poverty was a complex issue, which required a multifaceted solution. 
“The scope of the poverty problem is broader than is commonly recognized, 
and its nature is more varied. . . . The causes and sources of poverty are strongly 
interdependent, and so are the programs required to deal with them.”16

The CEA suggested that existing institutions needed to be reorganized 
and better coordinated to combat poverty. A CEA memo outlined the features 
of a new “Coordinated Community Action Program,” stating, “We believe 
that the key element in any realistic attack on poverty would be a proposal 
which is aimed at specific local areas of poverty; relies on well-organized local 
initiative, action, and self-help under Federally-approved plans and with 
Federal support; establishes action programs to evaluate and coordinate 
existing Federal, State, local and private programs and to test and demonstrate 
new ones.”17 The CEA wanted to ensure that “community resources are 
focussed in a coordinated manner.”18 The program should “provide a coor-
dinated and flexible approach to the development of the rationale on poverty 
and to the development of a program which takes into account the varieties 
of poverty.” Heller viewed existing efforts as “diffuse in their impact.” Com-
munity action should be “designed to develop techniques for giving focus, con-
sistency, and continuity into all the programs which bear on a given individual 
or group living in poverty.”19 Policymakers argued that a federal program 
was necessary to better coordinate disparate and disorganized local services.

A February BOB memo clarified the coordination approach. The new 
program would “initiate in local communities a coordinated ‘package’ or 
‘packages’ of existing and newly authorized activities directed against poverty 
in an extensive way. . . . This approach will make it possible to accomplish 
major objectives which require bringing together several different programs 
and sources of funds in a way in which no existing agency could provide.”20 
New CAAs were to cooperate and coordinate with existing institutions—
local governments, service organizations, and business and civic groups—to 
reorient and streamline service delivery. The BOB felt that a federal program 
would allow localities to borrow successful ideas from one another and dif-
fuse effective strategies for poverty relief. The goal was “not only to help the 
community immediately concerned, but also to help all communities having 
similar problems by obtaining valuable information about the causes and 
remedies of poverty and about the adequacy of existing Federal, State, and local 
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efforts, and by developing, in a careful and planned approach, promising new 
ideas for attacking poverty, and for bringing together the Federal, State, and 
local governments in a common effort.”21 Community action would create a 
network of social provision, with multiple institutions working cooperatively 
to address poverty. Since poverty resulted from interdependent forces, its 
eradication would require a coordinated attack from several fronts.

CAAs adopting the coordination approach would identify gaps in the 
provision of services and help reorganize social provision. Poor individ-
uals would play an important role on CAA boards and work with local 
institutions to develop concise diagnoses of poverty problems and sketch 
out potential solutions for social service organizations. The focus was to 
be on planning, organization, and management. According to this approach, 
CAAs would not need to dramatically change or alter existing institutions, 
but rather to link disparate services to one another and synchronize resources 
available for poor citizens.

Community Action as Collaboration

Others involved in the CAP’s design envisioned a program that allowed 
local governments to use insight and knowledge from low-income residents 
to craft new antipoverty programs and bring new voices into the political 
process. Although LBJ was not intimately involved in drafting the EOA—he 
delegated significant authority to the task force—his experiences with the 
New Deal, particularly the National Youth Administration (NYA) informed 
this vision of community action. The NYA granted state administrators 
extensive control, and Johnson’s idea of community action similarly gave 
significant authority to state and local political elites.22 As LBJ recalled in 
his memoirs, community action “was based on one of the oldest ideas of our 
democracy, as old as the New England town meeting—self-determination 
at the local level.”23

Low-income citizens, with support from Washington, would propose 
new ideas and voice their concerns to policymakers who possessed the polit-
ical experience and bureaucratic knowledge to turn ideas into programmatic 
outcomes. Norbert Schlei, a lawyer from the Kennedy administration who 
was involved with the task force in 1964, recognized the benefits of citizen 
knowledge, but understood the necessity for administrative acumen: “I thought 
the administration of many of these programs required great intelligence and 
the ability to harmonize a lot of very complex things to administer the efforts 
of a lot of people and resources. I felt that, whereas maybe a bunch of poor 
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people would have a better insight into where they hurt, they would never be able 
to successfully administer a large, complex program.”24 Poor citizens would give 
policymakers reports from the ground to help them craft new and more appro-
priate programs. This approach would provide the poor with new training, edu-
cation, and employment opportunities to “allow the poor to engineer their own 
paths to affluence.”25 Schlei viewed collaboration between the poor and local gov-
ernments as imperative. He recalled, “I ultimately . . . came to accept the view that 
you really were never going to do anything effective and lasting unless you 
involved and brought along with you the local governments . . . they would keep 
undoing it or uprooting unless they were brought in.”26 In many ways, the collab-
oration approach sought to incorporate low-income citizens into the political 
process through institutionalized means.

A group of community organization professionals advocated a similar 
approach. In 1965, the National Association for Community Development 
(NACD), an umbrella group of CAAs and antipoverty workers, prepared and 
distributed a memo to the CAP office in Washington. The paper argued that 
CAAs worked best when they collaborated with local governments. The 
NACD contended that CAAs were not the appropriate vehicles to launch direct 
protest efforts to challenge or overthrow local political establishments. The 
memo noted, “There is no point in promoting unachievable methods. Protest 
and direct political action fall within this category. They are certainly needed in 
all communities, but it is not realistic to expect a community action agency to 
be the vehicle through which they are achieved.”27 The NACD argued that 
CAAs should use institutionalized methods to work with the local political 
establishment, not mobilize against it.28

Even in cases where the relationship between low-income citizens and 
local government was somewhat contentious or strained, nearly every CAA 
worked to some extent with local officials. Although the CAP’s funding struc-
ture bypassed state and local governments, setting the stage for conflicts over 
the boundaries of federalism,29 local governments nonetheless played an 
important role in the CAP’s administration. Both scholarly analysis and crit-
icism from the political left eventually viewed this close collaboration between 
local governments and the CAP as a form of cooptation, but the historical 
evidence shows that it was a central tenet of the program from the outset.

The Mobilization Model of Community Action

In March 1964, Shriver established the Urban Areas Task Force to plan the CAP’s 
implementation. Some members of this task force developed and specified 
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the idea of “maximum feasible participation” as a means of poverty relief. Jack 
Conway, Richard Boone, Sanford Kravitz, and Frederick O’R. Hayes became 
involved during this period, and they brought new ideas about community 
organization and empowerment into the process.30 These individuals recog-
nized that local governments could be important allies in the War on Poverty.

Hayes noted that the three met with several mayors and governors prior 
to the program’s enactment to work on program planning and organization.31 
Conway often referred to the CAP as a “three-legged stool” that would join 
public officials, private agencies, and low-income citizens together to address 
poverty.32 However, this approach recognized the limits of the coordination 
and collaboration models. Conway and Hayes understood that in some areas, 
political and economic institutions were entirely unresponsive to the needs of 
low-income citizens. In those places, the poor needed to dramatically restruc-
ture and democratize local institutions to escape poverty. CAAs would allow 
them to do so.

Conway, a former union organizer who understood the importance of 
indigenous control and engagement,33 wrote that “a vital feature of every 
community action program is the involvement of the poor themselves—the 
residents of the areas and the members of the groups to be served—in plan-
ning, policymaking, and operation of the program.”34 Participation was to be 
“meaningful” and “effective” and achieved through “democratic approaches 
and techniques such as group forums and discussions, nominations, and 
balloting.”35 CAAs should provide a venue for low-income citizens to harness 
their civic power and push back against unresponsive institutions when 
necessary.

Fred Hayes contended that the poor had become suspicious and resentful 
of middle-class domination, and “this situation cannot be corrected without 
extensive participation of the poor in the process of program development 
and administration.”36 Hayes outlined an approach that encouraged the poor 
to take part in the political and decision-making processes of local CAAs.

He envisioned that “individual projects or parts of the program may be 
carried out by organizations on which the poor are strongly represented,” or 
that “neighborhood programs and individual projects can be administered 
by, under the policy direction of, or with the advice of indigenous neighbor-
hood organizations which represent the poor and on which the poor are rep-
resented.”37 Hayes viewed the CAP as a means by which the poor could build 
the skills necessary to design, lobby for, and implement public programs and 
become active participants in the political process. John Baker, assistant sec-
retary at the Department of Agriculture and task force member, recognized 
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some of the benefits of this approach. “Maximum feasible participation,” 
he argued, “meant starting with the most downtrodden. It meant that women 
ought to have an equal say-so with men. It meant that poor black folks 
ought to have equal say-so with upwardly mobile, upper-middle-class 
[people]. . . . At the community level, everybody that perceived themselves to 
have a unique concern or contribution should be geared into the decision-
making mechanism.”38 According to this view, community action would 
do more than synchronize existing services or provide low-income citizens 
with a seat at the political table; CAAs instead would dramatically democ-
ratize local power structures.

Proponents of the mobilization approach argued that the program should 
address not only economic poverty, but also political inequality. To restructure 
economic and political relations, the poor needed to develop their own base 
of support that would allow them to express their discontent and challenge 
unresponsive local elites. This approach viewed “conflict between groups as 
the main battleground” in a war against poverty.39 Data presented below shows 
that although relatively few communities adopted this approach, it nonethe-
less had an outsized influence on the CAP’s development.40

To give a better sense of how these models were implemented, it is useful 
to provide some heuristic examples of CAAs that adopted each approach. 
My objective here is not to develop a theory that explains the determinants of 
CAAs’ implementation approaches, but rather to provide a more accurate 
historical description of how local communities drew upon these different 
visions as they tackled poverty. The brief histories that follow are what 
Andrew Bennett and Alexander George refer to as “configurative idiographic” 
case studies. They provide good descriptions of each implementation strategy, 
but do not directly cumulate in a generalizable theory of how localities carried 
out the CAP’s diverse antipoverty objectives.41

Coordination in the Arkansas River Valley

The disorganization of social welfare services led ARVAC, which served eight 
counties in west-central Arkansas along the banks of the Arkansas River, to 
adopt the coordination approach. The agency was primarily concerned with 
the “failure of social institutions to provide the services in sufficient quantity 
and quality to respond to the needs of the poor.”42 ARVAC wanted to bring 
the entire community’s resources together in a synchronized attack on poverty: 
“The ARVAC staff states that a new philosophy is emerging which is that they 
are getting away from the individual aspect of service to new directions in a 
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group type situation. This has involved ARVAC in more of a coordinating role 
as well as a role to mobilize other resources.”43 ARVAC’s primary objective was 
to build up and streamline social welfare institutions with insights from the 
local community to better serve the needs of the region’s poor residents.

ARVAC’s leadership recognized that residents would be skeptical of 
“outsiders” and were unlikely to accept help from federal antipoverty 
workers. To break down barriers between the CAA and residents, Jo Ann 
Braddy, a local schoolteacher, launched a pilot project to hire low-income 
residents—primarily women—as caseworkers. Dora Couch, one of ARVAC’s 
caseworkers, helped several members of one family locate critical services. 
She helped Frances Whitworth enroll in adult education classes, where she 
soon earned her G.E.D. Whitworth then signed up for an OEO-funded 
practical-nurse training program. With Couch’s help, Whitworth’s two sons 
were both accepted into the Job Corps. Couch also taught one of Whitworth’s 
daughters to sew during her weekly in-home visits. The CAA thus served as 
an effective clearinghouse and referral service for existing and new anti-
poverty programs. Braddy’s pilot program eventually became an integral 
component of ARVAC’s approach to attack poverty.44

ARVAC established “planning process and coordination procedures 
which link[ed] services to one another.”45 The CAA built a network of pro-
gram advisory committees that included representatives from the poor 
community. They identified specific problems and developed targeted 
programs to address them. By drawing upon low-income citizens’ knowl-
edge of poverty, ARVAC increased political and economic leaders’ recogni-
tion of poverty’s causes and consequences. The agency developed effective 
lines of communication among a wide range of community institutions to 
improve programming and services.46

ARVAC operated harmoniously with the community. Public officials were 
said to participate actively in board discussions alongside poor residents. The 
CAA’s relations with its affiliate counties were said to be excellent. Agency 
staff learned valuable skills through its participation in the organization’s 
administrative structure. The poor were clearly viewed as equals by govern-
ment officials in the region, and the various factions focused their efforts on 
programmatic details rather than politics.47

Community action generated racial hostility in some communities, par-
ticularly when CAAs challenged entrenched structures of inequality and seg-
regation. But this was not the case at ARVAC, even when the agency integrated 
its programming. As one report pointed out, the agency “integrated its staff 
and programs, in an area with a strong segregation tradition, without major 
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hostility.”48 It is unclear from the existing records specifically how the agency 
successfully navigated the politics of race in the region, but the available 
evidence indicates that the agency did not generate intense discord.

ARVAC’s programming and its approach to institution-building are 
prime examples of the coordination approach developed by policymakers in 
Johnson’s CEA and BOB. The goal of coordinating agencies was to organize, 
streamline, and deliver services. ARVAC eschewed mobilization in favor of 
this service-oriented approach.49

Collaboration in Philadelphia

The collaboration model sought to provide low-income citizens with an oppor-
tunity to use institutionalized modes of engagement to gain a seat at the polit-
ical table. In Philadelphia, the War on Poverty intersected with ongoing debates 
about racial inequality and community control. The city’s first attempt to 
establish a CAA was unsuccessful, as mayor James Tate failed to provide a 
mechanism for adequate resident participation. With assistance from Sam 
Evans, an adviser on poverty and racial issues, the city proposed creating 
a series of neighborhood-based poverty councils that would elect representa-
tives to the Human Services Committee.50 The revised proposal would estab-
lish a new Philadelphia Antipoverty Action Commission (PAAC) that would 
subsume the duties of several existing poverty and economic development 
committees and become the primary antipoverty agency. Charles Bowser, an 
attorney who had worked with the NAACP, would serve as PAAC’s executive 
director. The plan would create Community Action Councils (CACs) to choose 
delegates to the PAAC. Community activists charged that the new CACs did 
not provide sufficient opportunities for citizen involvement, so Tate doubled 
the number of CACs and allowed the poor to select their own representatives 
in special poverty elections.51 Eligible candidates had to be adults living in 
Philadelphia with incomes below the $3,000 federal poverty line.52 This rep-
resented a bold innovation, as no other city in the country provided low-
income citizens with an opportunity to select their own representatives in a 
direct electoral process.53

While the CAC elections in 1965, 1966, and 1967 generated dismal partic-
ipation rates—turnout was only 2.6, 5.4, and 3.5 percent of eligible voters, 
respectively—they did help low- income residents, particularly African 
Americans and women, develop political and civic skills.54 In the first CAC 
elections, women made up 61 percent of the candidate and were elected to 
73 percent of the seats on the CACs. While men dominated the chairperson 
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positions on the CACS, two-thirds of the representatives elected to the PAAC 
board, which provided the greatest opportunity to influence local politics, 
were women.55

Despite the low rates of participation, OEO was enthusiastic about the 
city’s model, and in 1965 disbursed nearly $6 million of funding to support 
new initiatives, including a Board of Education sponsored preschool program 
and Leon Sullivan’s Opportunities Industrialization Centers (OIC), an inno-
vative employment program. OIC became one of the most successful and 
transformative employment programs in Philadelphia. In his analysis of post-
war economic development in Philadelphia, Guian McKee argues:

What Leon Sullivan and his associates accomplished was the con-
struction of an effective and viable form of community-based local 
employment policy—a job-oriented, community-based response to 
the problems of poverty, discrimination, and deindustrialization in 
post-war Philadelphia that reshaped old strands of structural, job-
oriented liberalism and adapted it for the needs and politics of the 
1960s and 1970s. . . . Few other War on Poverty programs, and none 
in Philadelphia, accomplished so much.56

However, community action’s accomplishments in Philadelphia were limited 
by the city’s traditional political structure and deeply entrenched patronage 
system.

Tate, Evans, and Bowser retained tight control over PAAC and used it to 
secure political support. Rather than acquiesce to the CACs, who proposed 
new programs, the majority of OEO funds went to traditional social service 
programs. The agency did not fully restructure the city’s social welfare system, 
though it did improve relations among different agencies and produce tangible 
results.57 The city’s machine-oriented political system moderated the activism 
of social movement groups, who often cooperated with city officials to secure 
patronage positions.58

Low-income Philadelphians were not entirely content with the city’s 
incremental and service-based approach to poverty relief. Some members 
of the black community urged a boycott of the 1966 poverty elections and 
white liberal groups such as Americans for Democratic Action and the 
Maximum Participation Movement pushed a slate of reform candidates in 
that year’s poverty elections to give low-income citizens a greater voice. 
But these efforts could not dislodge the patronage network that Tate, Evans, 
and Bowser had secured. Greenstone and Peterson contend that the city’s 
conservative, reform-oriented nature precluded a “participatory political 
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settlement.”59 Tensions in Philadelphia never erupted into the type of wide-
spread social protest or urban uprisings that would plague cities like Los 
Angeles, Detroit, and Newark.

The way community action unfolded in Philadelphia suggests that the 
collaboration strategy could provide poor individuals with valuable skills. 
Despite such gains, the agency could not fully dismantle extant structures of 
inequality and economic immobility. Judged against the high bar that the 
War on Poverty’s rhetoric set, Philadelphia’s program was largely considered 
a failure. It generated only incremental improvements in the city’s social wel-
fare infrastructure through limited education and employment programs. 
Poor residents’ participation in the agency’s administration, while innovative, 
was deemed insufficient when political elites co-opted the program and used 
it a vehicle to deliver political favors. But the collaboration approach to com-
munity action did not envision a dramatic restructuring of local economic or 
political institutions. Instead, this model sought to help low-income citizens 
develop their civic skills and become more familiar with the political process, 
in the hopes of bringing marginalized communities into the pluralist fray. 
Judged against this bar, the program generated positive results. Specific PAAC 
programs, such as OIC and the agency’s preschool provided critical services. 
In addition, Philadelphia’s experience with community action provided women 
and African Americans with valuable political experience, and many of these 
citizens would later go on to participate in various levels of city politics.60

Mobilization in Newark

CAP brought latent social tensions to the fore in some communities. Reflecting 
upon the small number of locales where CAP ignited tension, OEO Director 
Sargent Shriver noted:

Now, you could go to another place where the culture and political 
atmosphere was poisoned; and when you brought community action 
in there, the whole town exploded. . . . I used to say that commu-
nity action was like a doctor coming and putting a thermometer 
in your mouth to find out what your temperature is, and the tem-
perature comes out 110 degrees, and then you curse the doctor. 
That’s what happened in a lot of communities: the community 
leaders cursed us for revealing how lousy the community situation 
was; it was terrible. It wasn’t our fault. Our activity brought it into 
the open.61
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Jill Quadagno, noting the distinct approach that Newark, New Jersey’s CAA, 
United Community Corporation (UCC), adopted, wrote, “In a few cities 
community action went beyond increasing the political participation of 
the poor to incorporating [a] more radical vision of social change. One such 
city was Newark, New Jersey.”62

Newark elected Hugh Addonizio as mayor in 1962. Following his elec-
tion, he proclaimed that city hall was open to Newark’s black residents. 
However, his offer only extended to those willing to abstain from direct 
action in exchange for patronage positions. While he integrated the police 
department, the bulk of the city’s political establishment—the City Council 
and the Board of Education—had only two black members.63 As low-income 
citizens sought more from government than petty patronage, they became 
increasingly frustrated with Addonizio’s administration. As one OEO evalua-
tion noted, the mayor’s administration had “lost sight of the growing needs of 
the lower income residents in the ghettos.”64

The relationship between UCC and Newark’s political establishment 
was perhaps the most hostile in the nation.65 Addonizio hoped to use the 
program to “buy off all political insurgency.”66 The agency would not use 
funds to solve problems, but instead “to get people to shut up about them.”67 
The city’s poor community, in conjunction with civil rights groups, viewed 
Newark’s patronage system as an obstruction to economic and racial 
equality and believed that UCC should democratize and reform the city’s 
political structure. UCC engaged in “an all-out attempt to force institu-
tions to change their current practices.”68 The CAP’s call for “maximum 
feasible participation” served as a rallying cry for anxious and energetic 
reformers. Recent work by Kevin Mumford, Julia Rabig, and Mark Krasovic 
thoroughly documents the clashes between Newark’s low-income citizens 
and members of the political establishment. Cyril Tyson, who led Harlem 
Youth Opportunities Unlimited (HARYOU), Harlem’s experiment in 
community action, came to Newark in 1964 to lead UCC. Tyson devel-
oped an area board structure that would elect members to the agency’s 
board, craft programs, and provide citizens with a venue to develop their 
political capabilities. Unlike the CACs in Philadelphia, which increas-
ingly came under the control of the political establishment, Tyson ensured 
that UCC’s area boards were autonomous and controlled by residents.69 
The boards launched marginalized citizens, particularly black women, 
into political and social activism. These individuals understood neigh-
borhood needs and helped secure funding for education and recreation 
programs.70
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With support from Tyson, Newark’s poor residents took up the CAP’s 
call for “maximum feasible participation,” only to confront a recalcitrant 
and antagonistic political establishment.

Newark’s urban core was crumbling and the city’s antipoverty programs 
were underfunded and disorganized. A summer camp for low-income youth 
received inadequate equipment and funded field trips that were so disorga-
nized and resource-starved that “no refreshments or food was furnished and 
usually the youths returned from the trips hungry, disappointed, and at times 
in tears.”71 In what seems like an attempt to force poor black residents out of 
Newark, the city tried to use Model Cities funds to demolish 150 acres of low-
income housing to build a medical and dental college. This was directly antag-
onistic to the program’s goal, which provided federal assistance to improve 
physical environments, increase the housing supply for poor residents, and 
establish social and educational services.72 The mayor’s decision pushed the 
city’s poor residents further toward mobilization and demonstration.

Addonizio, along with some members of Newark’s city council, partic-
ularly Lee Bernstein from the Weequahic neighborhood, depicted community 
action as a disjointed mess of frustrated poor residents. Using coded racial 
language, “they encouraged white constituents to equate area boards with 
slums, slums with the influx of black residents into formerly white neigh-
borhoods, and all of it with plummeting housing values.”73 City hall’s resis-
tance to black progress led residents to become more involved in radical 
forms of activism, particularly black nationalism. A constellation of factors, 
including Newark’s location between two major cities with large black nation-
alist movements and its reputation for volatility, spurred the development 
of the city’s radical activist groups.74 Such groups aimed to organize a black 
governing coalition to control the city’s political machinery without inter-
ference from white political elites. Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) 
forged a coalition with the city’s civil rights groups. In response to the city’s 
attempt to raze poor neighborhoods, a coalition of social-action groups 
seized control of UCC.75

Tension in the city reached a boiling point and protests erupted on 
July 12, 1967, when police arrested John Smith, a black cab driver for a traffic 
violation.76 Residents in a nearby housing project witnessed police drag Smith 
into the local police station. Fellow taxi drivers began broadcasting that 
Smith had been arrested and was being beaten by police. Quadagno notes 
that a UCC board meeting was interrupted by a phone call alerting UCC 
members of the situation. CAA leaders immediately headed to the police 
station as Smith was taken from the precinct to a nearby hospital.77
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Within an hour of the incident, a crowd of 150 had descended upon the 
precinct. Local civil rights leaders urged citizens to remain calm and orderly, 
and began organizing a march toward city hall. Nonetheless, disorder erupted 
when a rock was hurled from the crowd and a young man threw a fire bomb.78 
Within minutes, a full-scale riot had broken out. Over the next five days, 
Newark experienced looting, arson, and murder. By the time the chaos ended, 
twenty-five people had died and the city experienced over $10 million in 
damages.79 Police charged that UCC used sound trucks to agitate protestors 
and printed and distributed flyers that promoted protest activities and increased 
tensions. Official evaluations suggest that UCC’s role in the protests was 
unclear, but OEO nonetheless charged that the CAA’s central planning and 
administrative activities were disorganized or nonexistent. OEO then placed 
UCC under direct supervision.80

In the aftermath of the unrest, the Governor’s Select Commission on 
Civil Disorder highlighted UCC’s positive role in the city’s antipoverty infra-
structure. The report noted that the agency provided a stabilizing force in the 
city and its affiliated programs employed approximately one thousand people 
and provided job training for nearly one-third of the city’s unemployed res-
idents.81 Residents felt that UCC, despite its somewhat limited programmatic 
results, nonetheless hastened a dramatic shift in the city’s political and eco-
nomic structures.82

community action on the ground: the first three years 
of the war on poverty

The previous section showed that communities drew upon the different 
models of community action to attack entrenched poverty and inequality. 
This section analyzes the CAP’s implementation more systematically to show 
how the program spurred innovation across the country. The different models 
of community action provided communities with a range of potential imple-
mentation strategies and the CAP’s grant-making process echoed the pro-
gram’s experimental nature. As Donald Baker, OEO’s general counsel recalled, 
“As a practical matter, Sarge and Conway and many others in the Congress 
were pressing the program to get the money out and to go, go, go, and make 
the grants and make the contracts.”83 Administering the first CAP grants “was 
sort of a wild operation.”84 Many communities put together applications 
before the EOA passed, and Baker noted that “we used those original applica-
tions as a means of learning, little laboratory experiments in which we could 
study and decide what our policies were going to be.”85 The process thus 
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represented an innovative back-and-forth conversation between local com-
munities and the federal government, as conditions on the ground influenced 
OEO guidelines.

CAP administrators used this knowledge to guide future programming. 
Ted Berry, mayor of Cincinnati, was appointed as CAP’s assistant director in 
1965. He recognized that the program’s administrative flexibility provided 
federal policymakers with insights about which initiatives would be successful 
in a nationwide War on Poverty. CAAs launched several programs, including 
education, job training and counseling, health care and rehabilitation, housing 
and home management, consumer information education, and legal assistance. 
CAP then used CAAs’ testing of various programs to identify “areas of service 
which later developed into national emphasis programs.”86

The CAP’s innovative design also directly confronted extant systems of 
political and racial injustice. Unlike the New Deal, political considerations 
played a relatively small role in funding the War on Poverty.87 Instead, OEO 
thus hoped to use CAP funding to fight poverty, not to help build LBJ’s polit-
ical coalition, which created conflict between the administration and local 
governments in some places. The Johnson administration understood that 
initiatives like the Civil Rights Act and the War on Poverty that challenged 
existing structures of economic and racial inequality were likely to cause con-
flict. By emphasizing the localized nature of poverty and inequality, the CAP 
highlighted the fact that “the first step toward the conquest of poverty was to 
transfer authority from local bureaucratic institutions to their low-income 
clients, and citizenship participation was to be the chief mechanism for 
achieving this political shift.”88

The program’s funding structure allowed the administration to directly 
challenge racial injustice. The EOA apportioned funding so that states with 
more poor residents received higher levels of funding and Shriver had signif-
icant authority over how funds were disbursed within states. Shriver could 
“work around de facto exclusion of the poor from designing programs to 
address their own poverty and de jure racial segregation that restricted the 
political participation of African Americans.”89 This led to intense conflicts in 
some locales, particularly in the segregated South. For example, Louisiana 
governor John McKeithen “tried to stack the state-level OEO office with 
political cronies and white supremacists.”90 Shriver withheld funding and held 
firm despite McKeithen’s appeals to Congress, Vice President Humphrey, and 
LBJ. Only when McKeithen selected a new slate of appointees did OEO begin 
disbursing funds to Louisiana.91 The CAP thus represented one of the most 
direct attacks on entrenched forms of inequality in postwar policy history.
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As the three brief case studies above demonstrate, local innovation and 
the program’s unique design led communities to carry out the program in 
myriad ways. To develop a more systematic understanding the CAP’s het-
erogenous implementation, I constructed a dataset of CAAs for the period 
1964 to 1967 (see Appendix). Drawing on official reports, independent 
evaluations, and scholarly research over the course of CAP’s history, this 
is the most comprehensive dataset of CAA implementation strategies from 
this period to date and presents the first synthesis of the extant research 
on the CAP. CAAs were only included in the dataset if the analysis included 
enough information to make an accurate assessment of the agency’s imple-
mentation strategy. The ninety-eight CAAs in the dataset represent every 
agency that I could identify in both primary archival records and secondary 
sources.

The most significant source of evidence on CAA implementation 
strategies is Daniel Yankelovich’s 1968–69 study of the CAP. In 1967,  
following passage of the Green Amendment, Congress authorized  
Yankelovich, a respected public opinion scholar to conduct an indepen-
dent study of its effects. Yankelovich’s team studied fifty-three CAAs in 
thirty-seven states from every geographic region, including large, urban 
cities, suburban communities, and remote rural locations. The research 
included more than six thousand personal interviews with community 
leaders in the public and private sectors, state officials, CAA staff, and 
low-income citizens.92 Yankelovich’s report included community profiles 
that provide a narrative summary of each CAA’s history and its relations 
with the local community. While these community profiles are brief, they 
nonetheless provide useful systematic and independent evidence about 
the CAP’s implementation.

The dataset also draws upon official OEO analyses of local initiative 
grants conducted in 1967–68, when OEO surveyed forty-three CAAs. The 
report describes CAAs’ interactions with the community, including political 
officials and social welfare agents.93 While this is a useful source of data, it 
does have some limitations. Some of these agency histories are very brief 
and focus solely on one specific local initiative program, and thus do not 
provide sufficient information about the CAA’s broader implementation 
scheme to be included in the dataset.

The dataset also utilizes the extensive secondary literature on the 
CAP. This project thus brings together the extensive body of scholarship 
on CAP, from initial evaluations to more recent reassessments of the pro-
gram’s impact. Agencies that have received considerable attention appear 
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alongside those about which we know relatively little. While my review of 
the secondary scholarship is extensive, it is possible that I overlooked some 
analyses or studies. Since I only included agencies about which there exists 
considerable information about implementation, the case selection crite-
ria unfortunately exclude many rigorous and impressive quantitative and 
large-N analyses of CAAs, as they include little or no information about 
the agencies that were studied.94 This dataset represents the first synthesis 
of the fifty-plus years of scholarship on CAP during a pivotal moment in 
the program’s history.

Potential Biases and Shortcomings of Dataset

While this is, to my knowledge, the most comprehensive compilation of 
CAA implementation approaches from this period, there are still short-
comings that should be addressed. First, the nearly one hundred CAAs in 
this dataset represent less than 10 percent of all CAAs in existence at the 
time. It is thus possible that the conclusions drawn from such a small sample 
are not wholly representative.

Second, although the largest source of data is the Yankelovich study, 
which sampled CAAs in a systematic and representative manner, many 
studies did not choose CAAs randomly or intend to produce a represen-
tative picture of the universe of CAAs, which introduces the potential for 
bias in the data. For example, OEO’s local initiative study may have cho-
sen agencies that it knew were successful. However, the CAAs included in 
OEO’s reports did sometimes cause conflict, which would suggest that 
these reports paint a realistic picture of how CAAs implemented their 
programs during this period. Conversely, as noted above, much of the 
early secondary literature was highly critical of the CAP, and given the focus 
in the secondary literature—both old and new—on high-profile mobi-
lizing agencies, it is possible that the dataset over represents this model of 
implementation.

Despite these shortcomings, this dataset represents the most complete 
picture of the CAP’s implementation to date, and should be of wide interest 
to scholars of the War on Poverty. Subsequent research could augment this 
data with demographic, political, and economic information to generate 
additional insights about the determinants of implementation strategies. 
My hope is that this dataset will be open to expansion and revision by 
scholars interested in the CAP and the broader War on Poverty to produce 
systematic and rigorous analyses of the program’s history.
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Coding CAA Implementation Strategies

Drawing on the multiple visions of community action, I identified a series 
of organizational characteristics for each implementation strategy, which 
are described in Table 1. I reviewed the available data to determine how 
closely each CAA’s operations matched the characteristics of each strategy, 
and coded each agency accordingly. The categorization scheme outlined 
above represents a set of ideal types. Unsurprisingly, when individual agencies 
carried out the War on Poverty’s broad objectives, they often borrowed 
strategies and tactics from each model of community action. Thus, many 
agencies appear in the dataset as hybrid agencies that do not fit neatly into 
one category.

Echoing the CAP’s call for experimentation, communities attacked 
entrenched poverty in diverse ways depending upon local conditions and cir-
cumstances. Table 2 shows the percentage of CAAs that adopted each of the 
implementation approaches, as well as agencies that borrowed from multiple 
strategies.

The data shows that implementation strategies varied widely, even 
within states. Shriver’s authority over how funds were distributed within 
states allowed CAAs in the same state to adopt different implementation 
tactics to match local circumstances. This buttresses Bailey and Duquette’s 
quantitative analysis by highlighting that conditions on the ground, not 
political considerations, influenced how administrators waged the War 
on Poverty.95 Most CAAs adopted either the coordination, collaboration, 
or a hybrid approach, but no single approach constitutes a majority, which 
highlights the program’s flexible and experimental nature. Perhaps the 
most significant finding is the relatively low frequency of mobilizing 
CAAs, at just over 12 percent of the sample. This frequency does seem 
high for any American social program, as it is difficult to think of a com-
parable program that disbursed federal funds in support of political or 
social mobilization. However, given the focus in the scholarship on high 
profile, dramatic, and sometimes volatile agencies, the data suggests that 
such CAAs were a significant minority of all agencies, which points to an 
important bias in the extant literature on the CAP. A more comprehensive 
analysis of the CAP needs to pay closer attention to more typical organi-
zations who utilized less confrontational approaches. Given their predomi-
nance across the institutional landscape, we must give such agencies more 
attention to more systematically map the contours of the War on Poverty.96 
Even though there were relatively few mobilization-oriented CAAs, critics 
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Table 1.  CAA Organizational Characteristics by Implementation Strategy
Implementation  
Strategy

Organizational Characteristics

Coordination Primary objective is to link services to one another.
The CAA would develop a planning committee structure with repre-

sentation from low-income citizens and the broader community. 
Low-income individuals would work with CAA staff to diagnose 
poverty problems and develop programmatic solutions.

Services would be centralized under the auspices of the CAA or some 
new social service institution.

The CAA would serve as a referral service or clearinghouse of available 
services to assist low-income citizens.

Collaboration Primary objective is to provide low-income residents with an opportunity 
to offer input to policymakers and help craft antipoverty programs. 
Low income citizens would work for change through institutionalized 
methods.

CAA’s relationship with local institutions, primarily local governments, 
would be cooperative.

This approach views poverty as an economic, not political, problem. 
Thus, poor citizens would be brought into the fold to give experts 
reports from the ground to help them craft new and more appropriate 
policies to address poverty.

The CAA’s repertoire of programs would focus primarily on education 
and training, not on community organization or mobilization.

Mobilization This approach argues that community action should address not only 
economic poverty and insecurity, but also political inequality.

Relationships between the CAA and community institutions, particularly 
government, would be strained.

In addition to typical antipoverty programs, CAAs would stress the 
importance of community organization and empowerment of the poor.

Members of the poor community would control large portions of the 
CAA’s organizational apparatus. Significant segments of the CAA 
board, program directors, and even frontline staff would be culled 
directly from the target population.

Given these agencies’ emphasis on mobilization and citizen engagement,  
these CAAs may collaborate with social action groups like civil rights, 
labor, or welfare rights organizations, in a broad-based coalition for 
social and economic justice.
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Table 2.  Percentage of CAAs Adopting Each Implementation Strategy
Implementation Strategy Percentage of CAAs Adopting Strategy

Coordination 28.5
Collaboration 31.6
Mobilization 12.2
Hybrid 27.5

nonetheless took advantage of the few areas where disorder did occur in 
the summer of 1967, which led to dramatic changes in the CAP’s adminis-
trative structure.

1967: disorder, the green amendment, and the 
curtailment of the cap’s experimental ethos

Unrest like that which occurred in Newark broke out in twenty-seven cities 
in the summer of 1967, resulting in more than six thousand arrests and hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in property damage. Critics of the War on Poverty 
argued that CAAs fueled disorder, even though official reports showed that 
antipoverty programming helped quell rioting in many cities.97 Opponents of 
Johnson’s Great Society viewed the disorder as an opportunity to contain 
LBJ’s progressivism, particularly the CAP.

Led by Representative Edith Green (D-Ore.), Congress amended the 
CAP in the fall of 1967 to limit the program’s call for citizen mobilization 
as a means of addressing poverty. Green argued that the EOA effectively 
created new governmental structures in opposition to democratically 
elected political institutions. She stated, “As I see it, the Congress clearly 
intended to attack this economic problem, but it did not intend to legis-
late a revolution in American politics by establishing another structure of 
government at the various levels of political action in the United States.”98 
The Green Amendment codified the CAP’s “maximum feasible participation” 
requirement by mandating that CAAs adopt a tripartite board structure, 
with representatives of the poor making up one-third the board, while the 
additional two-thirds would be filled by public officials and representatives of 
business, labor, civic, or charitable groups. The amendment allowed states to 
designate either a state or local government body or a public or nonprofit 
agency as the CAA.

A detailed analysis of board compositions before and after the amend-
ment shows that it did curtail low-income citizens’ voice on CAA boards.99 
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Drawing upon data on fifty-three CAA boards from Yankelovich’s CAP study, 
Figures 1 and 2 describe these changes.

The poor’s representation, both in terms of the average number of seats 
and their proportion on CAA boards declined following the passage of the 
Green Amendment. Prior to 1967, the average CAA board consisted of just 
under fifteen representatives of the poor community, roughly eight from the 
public sector, and just over thirteen representatives from business, civic, and 
other groups. After 1967, the number of poor and community representatives 
dropped to thirteen and just over ten, respectively, while the public sector 
increased to just over eleven. The poor’s proportional power decreased as 
well, as they made up nearly 40 percent of the board prior to the amendment, 
and only 37 percent after. This data was gathered shortly after the Green 
Amendment passed; the poor’s proportion would decline even further in 
subsequent years to comply with the amendment’s mandates. Public officials 
saw their proportional representation on CAA boards increase from 25 percent 
to 33 percent after 1967. Public officials were the clearest beneficiaries of the 
Green Amendment.

Despite these changes, the widespread takeover of CAAs by state and 
local governments that critics of the amendment feared did not materi-
alize, largely because most CAAs already operated with strong support 
from their communities, as the collaboration and coordination models 
would suggest. As William Phillips, OEO’s assistant director of congres-
sional relations noted: “The only community action programs we really 

Fig. 1.  Average Number of Seats on CAA Boards Before and After Green Amendment 
of 1967.
Source: Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects, Volume III.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


ryan larochelle  |  149

remember are the ones involved in controversy. We don’t think much at 
all about the hundreds and hundreds of programs [about which] there 
was never a peep of financial scandal, or never a peep of controversy or 
conflict between the people who participated in the programs and the 
local community. Many, many of them had 100 percent support from the 
local governments.”100 Eight months after the amendment’s passage, most 
communities chose to continue the existing CAA without change. In 1969, 
there were 972 CAAs; 952 of those CAAs exhibited no change because of the 
Green Amendment.101 This suggests that the vast majority of communities 
supported their CAAs.

The amendment nonetheless curtailed the CAP’s experimental ethos. 
The decision to change a CAA from a public to a private agency did not occur 
at random. Yankelovich found that “virtually all the changes in designation 
were concentrated in the group of CAAs where conflict between the poor and 
city hall became an overt political issue.”102 Although only a few cities exer-
cised greater control over CAAs after the Green Amendment, the sheer fact 
that city hall could take over a CAA had a chilling effect on agencies, who 
increasingly avoided programs focused on civic engagement in order main-
tain relationships with stakeholders. Backlash toward the CAP and Johnson’s 
broader domestic social programs during the Nixon and Reagan presidencies 
and cuts in funding since the 1970s led CAAs to avoid experimentation in 
favor of “safe” programs such as utility assistance, tax preparation, asset man-
agement, and health services.103 While these programs are critically impor-
tant for low-income individuals, much of the innovation and experimentation 

Fig. 2.  Percentage of Seats on CAA Boards Before and After Green Amendment of 1967.
Source: Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects, Volume III.
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that characterized the CAP’s early years has faded away over time as agencies 
have come under increased regulatory scrutiny and funding has become 
more precarious.

conclusion: the war on poverty’s experiment in public 
administration

The evidence presented above shows that CAP was not the radical, disorga-
nized, unruly program its opponents labeled it as. Policymakers envisioned 
different models of community action that CAAs could adopt depending 
upon local circumstances and situations, and communities implemented 
the CAP in myriad ways. The majority of CAAs worked closely with local 
governments and other community institutions to develop, streamline, and 
improve the social welfare infrastructure in low-income areas. Subsequent 
research should aim to improve our understanding of the determinants of 
the various implementation approaches outlined above to develop a more 
comprehensive theory of how the CAP played out on the ground across the 
country.

The CAP’s experiment in public administration led to several changes 
in the governance of American social policy. The program’s participatory 
ethos encouraged citizen activists in the 1960s and 70s to demand greater 
citizen control over federal policies.104 The broader strategy of coordinating 
programs from the bottom up also persisted. As Crenson and Rourke point 
out, many social programs of the late-1960s and 1970s, such as Model Cities 
and Richard Nixon’s revenue sharing programs echoed the CAP’s call to 
delegate more authority from Washington to the state and local levels.105 
In addition, Kent Germany and Andrew Morris argue that in creating more 
than one thousand new antipoverty agencies, the CAP and the broader 
War on Poverty effectively blurred the lines between public and private 
social provision and hastened the development of the emergent nonprofit 
sector.106

While CAAs have undergone numerous administrative changes since 
their establishment in the mid-1960s, nearly one thousand still operate today 
across 96 percent of the nation’s counties. Despite efforts by Republican pres-
idents Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan to end community action, the pro-
gram persists today as the Community Services Block Grant program. While 
the CAP originally called for low-income citizens’ “maximum feasible partic-
ipation” in program design and implementation, such opportunities for direct 
citizen involvement are now far more routinized and bureaucratic. However, 
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CAAs still provide crucially important services in low-income communities 
into the twenty-first century.107 A more systematic assessment shows that the 
program directly attacked entrenched poverty and provided low-income 
individuals with new opportunities to participate in economic, political, and 
social relations, which generated long-term positive benefits. The CAP has 
thus proven to be a resilient and important aspect of Lyndon Johnson’s polit-
ical and policymaking legacy.

University of Maine

notes

	 1.	 For comprehensive overviews of how LBJ’s domestic policy initiatives influenced 
American politics and government, see Martha J. Bailey and Sheldon Danziger, eds., 
Legacies of the War on Poverty (New York, 2013); Robert H. Wilson, Norman J. Glickman, 
and Laurence E. Lynn Jr., eds., LBJ’s Neglected Legacy: How Lyndon Johnson Reshaped 
Domestic Policy and Government (Austin, 2015).
	 2.	 David Stoloff, “The Short Unhappy History of Community Action Programs,” in 
The Great Society Reader: The Failure of American Liberalism, ed. Marvin E. Gettleman and 
David Mermelstein (New York, 1969), 236.
	 3.	 Saul Alinsky, “The War on Poverty: Political Pornography,” Journal of Social 
Issues 21 (January 1966): 41–47.
	 4.	 “Poverty: The War Within the War,” Time Magazine, 13 May 1966.
	 5.	 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding: Community 
Action in the War on Poverty (New York, 1969). See also William I. Trattner, From 
Poor Law to Welfare State: A History of Social Welfare in America (New York, 1999), 
322–23; Allen J. Matusow, The Unraveling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 
1960s (Athens, 2009).
	 6.	 See Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty:  
A New Grassroots History, 1964–1980 (Athens, 2011); James A. Morone, The Democratic 
Wish: Popular Participation and the Limits of American Government (New York, 1990), 
244–48; Noel A. Cazenave, Impossible Democracy: The Unlikely Success of the War 
on Poverty Community Action Programs (Albany, N.Y., 2007); David Torstensson, 
“Beyond the City: Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty in Rural America,” Journal of 
Policy History, no. 4 (2013): 587–613; Michael B. Katz, The Undeserving Poor: America’s 
Enduring Confrontation with Poverty (New York, 2013); Susan Youngblood Ashmore, 
Carry It On: The War on Poverty and the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama (Athens, 
2008).
	 7.	 See Ashmore, Carry It On; Nancy A. Naples, Grassroots Warriors: Activist  
Mothering, Community Work, and the War on Poverty (New York, 1998); Orleck and 
Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty; Noel A. Cazenave, “Chicago Influences on the 
War on Poverty,” Journal of Policy History 5, no. 1 (1993): 52–68; Cazenave, Impossible 
Democracy.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


152  |  Reassessing the History of the Community Action Program, 1963–1967

	 8.	 David Torstensson, “The Politics of Failure: Community Action and the Meaning 
of Great Society Liberalism” (Ph.D. diss., Oxford University, 2010); Torstensson, “Beyond 
the City.”
	 9.	 Martha J. Bailey and Nicolas J. Duquette, “How Johnson Fought the War on 
Poverty: The Economics and Politics of Funding at the Office of Economic Opportunity,” 
Journal of Economic History 74, no. 2 (June 2014): 383.
	 10.	 Bailey and Danziger, eds., Legacies of the War on Poverty; Jens Ludwig and 
Douglas L. Miller, “Does Head Start Improve Children’s Life Chances? Evidence from a  
Regression Discontinuity Design,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 122, no. 1 (2007): 159–208; 
Martha J. Bailey and Andrew Goodman-Bacon, “The War on Poverty’s Experiment in 
Public Medicine: Community Health Centers and the Mortality of Older Americans,” 
American Economic Review 105, no. 3 (2015): 1067–1104; Jamein P. Cunningham, “An 
Evaluation of the Federal Legal Services Program: Evidence from Crime Rates and 
Property Values,” Journal of Urban Economics 92 (2016): 76–90.
	 11.	 Matthew A. Crenson and Francis E. Rourke, “By Way of Conclusion: American 
Bureaucracy since World War II,” in The New American State: Bureaucracies and Policies 
Since World War II, ed. Louis Galambos (Baltimore, 1987), 151.
	 12.	 Ibid., 154.
	 13.	 See Sar A. Levitan, The Great Society’s Poor Law: A New Approach to Poverty 
(Baltimore, 1969); Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge: Social Science, Social Policy, 
and the Poor in Twentieth-Century U.S. History (Princeton, 2001); Matusow, The 
Unraveling of America; Trattner, From Poor Law to Welfare State; Katz, The Undeserving 
Poor.
	 14.	 Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty employed the “New Economics” model of pov-
erty reduction. This approach called for a less interventionist form of classic Keynesianism 
and emphasized national economic growth and full employment—which would be achieved 
through massive individual and corporate tax cuts—combined with smaller targeted pro-
grams designed to address forces of poverty that would not respond to growth alone. The 
Council of Economic Advisers, led by economist Walter Heller, and the Bureau of the 
Budget were the primary advocates for this approach in the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations. LBJ pushed through a tax-cut bill—the central weapon in the New Economics 
arsenal against poverty—which became law in February 1964. While the tax cut was 
designed to stimulate the economy and reduce poverty, it is not generally considered the 
beginning of LBJ’s War on Poverty. In fact, Robert Caro describes the 1964 tax cut as “his 
predecessor’s tax cut.” See Robert A. Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The Passage 
of Power (New York, 2012), 545, 552–57. On the “New Economics” and its influence on 
policymakers, see O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge, 142.
	 15.	 James L. Sundquist, Politics and Policy: The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson 
Years (Washington, D.C., 1968), 142; Judith Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race: 
How Keynesians Misguided the War on Poverty (New York, 2004), 116.
	 16.	 Council of Economic Advisers, “Attack on Poverty, Administratively Confidential,” 
12/20/63, 4–12, Legislative Background and Domestic Crises File, Economic Opportunity 
Act of 1964, Box 1, Folder: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, B [3 of 3], Lyndon 
Baines Johnson Library.
	 17.	 Council of Economic Advisers, “Memorandum for the Honorable Theodore 
Sorensen, Subject: Poverty Program,” 12/20/63, Attachment A. “Coordinated Community 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


ryan larochelle  |  153

Action Program,” Legislative Background and Domestic Crises File, Economic Opportunity 
Act of 1964, Box 1, Folder: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, B [1 of 3], Lyndon 
Baines Johnson Library.
	 18.	 Ibid.
	 19.	 Ibid.
	 20.	 Bureau of the Budget, “Organization of the ‘Poverty Program,’” 6 February 1964, 
Administrative History of the Office of Economic Opportunity, Box 2, Folder: Volume 2—
Documentary Supplement, chaps. 3–4, 1, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library.
	 21.	 Bureau of the Budget, “Specifications for the Legislative Proposal to Implement 
the Community Action Program,” 1/10/64,6, Legislative Background and Domestic Crises 
File, Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, Box 1, Folder: Bureau of the Budget Papers on 
Poverty, C, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library.
	 22.	 See Guian A. McKee, “This Government Is with Us: Lyndon Johnson and the 
Grassroots War on Poverty,” in The War on Poverty, ed. Orleck and Hazirjian, 40–41.
Johnson explained how a model of community action similar to the NYA approach 
could be beneficial in the War on Poverty in a conversation with Georgia governor 
Carl Sanders on 24 July 1964. Johnson stated: “I’ll tell you what you can produce out of 
that [a poverty program modeled after the NYA]. . . . You think these are ragtags. And 
we thought NYA was. I don’t know whether you were old enough to help in the NYA or 
not. But John Connally—John Connally’s an NYA boy, governor of the state. He worked 
[for] fifteen dollars a month. And you’ll find that a good many of these people that you 
take in there and give them a job for a couple of years wind up being the leaders in 
your state.” Lyndon Johnson to Carl Sanders, 24 July 1964, Tape WH6407.14, Citation 
4360, in Presidential Recordings of Lyndon B. Johnson Digital Edition, ed. David B. 
Coleman, Kent B. Germany, Guian A. McKee, and Mark J. Selverstone (Charlottesville, 
2010).
	 23.	 Lyndon Baines Johnson, The Vantage Point: Perspectives of the Presidency, 1963–1969 
(New York, 1971), 74.
	 24.	 Michael L. Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty: An Oral History (New York, 
2010), 95.
	 25.	 Gareth Davies, “War on Dependency: Liberal Individualism and the Economic 
Opportunity Act of 1964,” Journal of American Studies 26, no. 2 (August 1992), 205.
	 26.	 Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty, 93.
	 27.	 “The Community Action Agency and Resident Participation,” Position Paper 
of the Board of Directors of the National Association for Community Development, 
Record Group 381, Records of the Office of Economic Opportunity/Community Services 
Administration, Director’s Subject Files, 1965–69, Box 2, National Archives and Records 
Administration, College Park, Md. The memo also questioned the benefits of a mobili-
zation approach to community action. If the poor became too hostile, they risked being 
further shut out from the political process and ostracized by community members who 
condemned such tactics. The paper questioned the benefit of political engagement writ 
large. Given poor citizens’ precarious economic and material situations, political power 
was probably the furthest thing from their mind. Political activism on its own served little 
purpose. The memo suggested that “most persons who are now poor will not want to 
become active in politics or serve on boards, just as is the case now with middle class 
citizens. . . . The majority will probably find that receiving a fairer share of society’s 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


154  |  Reassessing the History of the Community Action Program, 1963–1967

resources will lead to a significant reduction in hopelessness.” The NACD suggested 
that the poor—just like other segments of the American polity—should be free to choose 
whether or not they wanted to engage in politics. Forcing such a mandate upon low-
income citizens would serve little purpose.
	 28.	 There is evidence that this memo circulated throughout CAP headquarters. 
In a cover memo to CAP officials Ted Berry, Fred Hayes, and Jules Sugarman, Edgar 
S. Cahn wrote: “This is an important document. It takes us to task on parts of our 
guidelines that seem to prescribe one and only one model of a CAP. . . . In addition, it 
takes us to task on our stance with regard to involvement of the poor and the initiation 
of social change—espousing an ‘evolutionary’ approach to change within the existing 
system based on reasoning and precedents I find unpersuasive, intellectually flimsy—
but, nonetheless, to be reckoned with and responded to with intensive consideration.” 
Although Cahn did not fully agree with the NACD’s positions, he considered their 
critique worthy of debate and deliberation. Memo from Edgar S. Cahn to Ted Berry, 
Fred Hayes, and Jules Sugarman, “The Community Action Agency and Resident 
Participation,” Position Paper of the Board of Directors of the National Association 
for Community Development,” 28 September 1965, Record Group 381, Records of the 
Office of Economic Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Director’s 
Subject Files, 1965–69, Box 2, National Archives and Records Administration, College 
Park.
	 29.	 On the compromises the Johnson administration made to ensure passage 
of the Economic Opportunity Act, see Richard M. Flanagan, “Lyndon Johnson, 
Community Action, and the Management of the Administrative State,” Presidential 
Studies Quarterly, no. 4 (December 2001): 585–608. Gary Gerstle contends that the 
CAP best represents Congressional and presidential efforts to “break the power of the 
states” by directly challenging them. This was the most overt way that the federal gov-
ernment could challenge states’ power. To advance liberal reform efforts in the postwar era, 
it was necessary for the federal government to challenge unresponsive state and municipal 
government structures that had fallen into the hands of regressive oligarchs, particularly in 
the South. See Gary Gerstle, Liberty and Coercion: The Paradox of American Government 
from the Founding to the Present (Princeton, 2015), 304–10.
	 30.	 O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge, 163–68; Evelyn L. Forget, “A Tale of Two 
Communities: Fighting Poverty in the Great Society (1964–68), History of Political Economy 
43, no. 1 (2001): 206–21; Daniel Knapp and Kenneth Polk, Scouting the War on Poverty: Social 
Reform Politics in the Kennedy Administration (Lexington, Mass., 1971), 111–12.
	 31.	 Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty, 92.
	 32.	 O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge, 168.
	 33.	 Robert Rodgers Korstad and James Leloudis, To Right These Wrongs: The North 
Carolina Fund and the Battle to End Poverty and Inequality in 1960s America (Chapel Hill, 
2010), 166–72.
	 34.	 Office of Economic Opportunity, Community Action Program Guide (Washington, 
D.C., 1965), 7.
	 35.	 Ibid. See also Moynihan, Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding, 95–98.
	 36.	 Frederick O’R. Hayes, “The Role of Indigenous Organizations in Community 
Action Programs,” 5/4/64, 2, Office Files of the White House Aides, Fred Bohen, Box 15, 
Folder: OEO Material, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


ryan larochelle  |  155

	 37.	 Ibid., 4.
	 38.	 Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty, 99. As David Torstensson notes, while Baker 
understood the benefits of mobilizing low-income citizens, he and the USDA nonetheless 
viewed service provision as the key component of the CAP. See Torstensson, “Beyond the 
City,” 598–603.
	 39.	 Richard Blumenthal, “The Bureaucracy: Antipoverty and the Community Action 
Program,” in Allan P. Sindler, ed., Political Institutions and Public Policy: Five Contemporary 
Studies (Boston, 1969), 139.
	 40.	 Elizabeth Hinton links urban civil disorder to the rise of the War on Crime 
and the development of the carceral state. She notes that in the aftermath of civil 
unrest in the mid1960s, liberal reformers began to retreat from grassroots community 
action programs and the War on Poverty and devoted increased legislative energy to 
law enforcement policies. See Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on  
Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America (Cambridge, Mass., 2016), chaps. 1 
and 2.
	 41.	 On the benefits of this type of analysis, see Alexander L. George and Andrew 
Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, Mass., 
2005), 74–79.
	 42.	 Howard W. Hallman, “The Community Action Program: An Interpretive Analysis,” 
in Power, Poverty, and Urban Policy, vol. 2, ed. Warner Bloomberg and Henry J. Schmandt 
(Beverly Hills, 1968), 294.
	 43.	 Ibid., 307.
	 44.	 Betty McNabb, “ARVAC in the Ozarks,” Communities in Action 2, no. 5 (October–
November 1967): 17–20.
	 45.	 Hallman, “The Community Action Program,” 294.
	 46.	 McNabb, “ARVAC in the Ozarks,” 21.
	 47.	 See Daniel Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects of Sections 210 and 211 of the 
1967 Amendments to the Economic Opportunity Act as Required Under Section 233 C of the 
Amendments, Volume III: Community Profiles (1969), 165–68.
	 48.	 McNabb, “ARVAC in the Ozarks,” 21.
	 49.	 This configuration of forces largely mirrors Torstensson’s analysis of another 
rural CAA, the Upper Peninsula Commission for Area Progress (UPCAP). High levels of 
agreement over programmatic goals, an open and accommodating political system com-
bined with the lack of a social welfare apparatus and the essential nonexistence of social 
protest groups to produce a CAA that focused almost entirely on coordination and the 
orchestration of disparate services. The only significant difference between UPCAP and 
ARVAC was the level of poor participation in the two agencies. While the poor played 
a minor role in UPCAP’s CAAs, perhaps because of the commission’s well-established 
system of administration, they played an important role in ARVAC. They helped pro-
vide CAA staff and policymakers with insight and knowledge to guide programmatic 
decision making. UPCAP relied primarily on expert planners from preexisting insti-
tutions such as local research institutes and government agencies. Nonetheless, both 
antipoverty groups focused their efforts on coordination and service delivery. See 
Torstensson, “Beyond the City.”
	 50.	 Guian A. McKee, The Problem of Jobs: Liberalism, Race, and Deindustrialization in 
Philadelphia (Chicago, 2008), 97–98.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


156  |  Reassessing the History of the Community Action Program, 1963–1967

	 51.	 Ibid., 99.
	 52.	 Arthur B. Shostak, “Promoting Participation of the Poor: Philadelphia’s Antipoverty 
Program,” Social Work (January 1966): 65–66; J. David Greenstone and Paul E. Peterson, Race 
and Authority in Urban Politics: Community Participation in the War on Poverty (Chicago, 
1976), 28–29; Naples, Grassroots Warriors, 66–67.
	 53.	 McKee, The Problem of Jobs, 99; Matthew Countryman, Up South: Civil Rights and 
Black Power in Philadelphia (Philadelphia, 2006), 289.
	 54.	 McKee, The Problem of Jobs, 99–100; Naples, Grassroots Warriors, 66–67.
	 55.	 Countryman, Up South, 289.
	 56.	 McKee, The Problem of Jobs, 180.
	 57.	 Ibid., 106–8.
	 58.	 Shostak, “Promoting Participation of the Poor,” 65; Greenstone and Peterson, 
Race and Authority, 207.
	 59.	 Greenstone and Peterson, Race and Authority, 244.
	 60.	 McKee, The Problem of Jobs, 112; Countryman, Up South, 298–99; Naples, Grassroots 
Warriors, 66–75.
	 61.	 Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty, 247.
	 62.	 Jill Quadagno, The Color of Welfare: How Racism Undermined the War on Poverty 
(New York, 1994), 47.
	 63.	 Ibid., 47–48.
	 64.	 Inspection Reports, File: Newark, July–December 1967, “Newark On-Site Evaluation,” 
25 August 1967, National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 381, Box 46, 
quoted in Quadagno, The Color of Racism, 48.
	 65.	 Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects, Volume III, 24–27.
	 66.	 Inspection Reports, File: Newark, July–December 1967, “Newark On-Site Evaluation,” 
25 August 1967, National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 381, Box 46, 
quoted in Quadagno, The Color of Racism, 48.
	 67.	 Ibid.
	 68.	 Hallman, “The Community Action Program,” 294.
	 69.	 Mark Krasovic, The Newark Frontier: Community Action in the Great Society 
(Chicago, 2016), 44–45.
	 70.	 Kevin Mumford, Newark: A History of Race, Rights, and Riots in America (New York, 
2008), 105–8.
	 71.	 “United Community Corporation, 8/5/66,” National Archives and Records 
Administration, Record Group 381, Box 46, quoted in Quadagno, The Color of Racism, 48–49.
	 72.	 Quadagno, The Color of Racism, 49.
	 73.	 Julia Rabig, The Fixers: Development, Devolution, and Civil Society in Newark, 
1960–1990 (Chicago, 2016), 53–54.
	 74.	 Mumford, Newark, 108–14.
	 75.	 Ibid., 113–22; Krasovic, The Newark Frontier, chap. 3.
	 76.	 For a richly detailed account of the disorder in Newark, see Mumford, Newark, 
chap. 6.
	 77.	 Quadagno, The Color of Welfare, 50–51.
	 78.	 Quadagno, The Color of Welfare, 51.
	 79.	 Irwin Unger, The Best of Intentions: The Triumphs and Failures of the Great Society 
Under Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon (New York, 1996), 246–47.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


ryan larochelle  |  157

	 80.	 Quadagno, The Color of Racism; Yankelovich, Study of the Effects, Vol. III, 106.
	 81.	 Rabig, The Fixers, 64.
	 82.	 Ibid., 65.
	 83.	 Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty, 239.
	 84.	 Ibid.
	 85.	 Ibid.
	 86.	 Ibid., 243.
	 87.	 Bailey and Duquette, “How Johnson Fought the War on Poverty.” For insights 
regarding how Roosevelt used New Deal spending to build and secure a long-term 
political, coalition, see Gavin Wright, “The Political Economy of New Deal Spending,” 
Review of Economics and Statistics 56, no. 1 (1974): 30–38; Gary M. Anderson and 
Robert D. Tollison, “Congressional Influence and Patterns of New Deal Spending,” Journal 
of Law and Economics 34, no. 1 (1991): 161–75; Robert Fleck, “Voter Influence and Big 
Policy Change: The Positive Political Economy of the New Deal,” Journal of Political 
Economy 116, no. 1 (2008): 1–37.
	 88.	 Crenson and Rourke, “By Way of Conclusion,” 153.
	 89.	 Bailey and Duquette, “How Johnson Fought the War on Poverty,” 359.
	 90.	 Kent B. Germany, “Poverty Wars in the Louisiana Delta: White Resistance, 
Black Power, and the Poorest Place in America,” in The War on Poverty, ed. Orleck and 
Hazirjian, 236.
	 91.	 Bailey and Duquette, “How Johnson Fought the War on Poverty,” 362. For a 
detailed account of how the Community Action Program played out in Louisiana, see 
Kent B. Germany, New Orleans After the Promises: Poverty, Citizenship, and the Search 
for the Great Society (Athens, 2007), chaps. 2 and 3. For more examples of such early 
controversial actions on Shriver’s behalf, see Forget, “A Tale of Two Communities,” 
212–13.
	 92.	 Yankelovich selected the fifty-three CAAs in his study using the following cri-
teria: The universe from which the sample was selected consisted of the approximately 
eleven hundred CAAs operating in the fifty states and the District of Columbia, as of 
February 1968. The sample design was stratified in three ways: 1. The seven OEO geographic 
regions; 2. Public or private sponsorship of the preGreen Amendment CAA; 3. Three size/
types of place including a. CAAs covering a single city of fifty thousand or greater; 
b. CAAs covering one or more counties with at least one single city of fifty thousand 
or greater; and c. CAAs covering one or more counties with no city of fifty thousand 
population or greater. The three stratifications produced forty-two different combina-
tions or descriptions of CAAs or cells. All cells were sampled in the same proportion as 
they appear in the entire population, except for disproportionate sampling to produce 
a distribution that covered each OEO region. The universe was disproportionally sam-
pled as follows: OEO Region IV was sampled at two-thirds its population to reduce its 
CAA assignment from twelve to eight. Regions V and VI were sampled at one and a half 
their population, to increase their CAA assignment from four to six. For a fuller discussion 
of Yankelovich’s methodology, see Daniel Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects of Sections 
210 and 211 of the 1967 Amendments to the Economic Opportunity Act as Required Under 
Section 233 C of the Amendments, Volume II: Detailed Findings (1969).
	 93.	 “Local Initiative Draft for Discussion,” Record Group 381, Records of the Office 
of Economic Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Program Subject Files: 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


158  |  Reassessing the History of the Community Action Program, 1963–1967

1967–72, Box 3, Folder: CAP—Local Initiative (“New Fix”), National Archives and 
Records Administration, College Park. The report points out that “the data represents 
the status of forty-three CAAs in their local initiative funds at a given point in time and at 
a given stage of development within their own communities. It is not intended to provide 
a definitive answer to all of the activities of the forty-three CAAs or to the status of those 
CAAs vis-à-vis their achievement of all of the legislative objectives set forth in Section 
201 of the EOA.” For additional information about OEO’s Local Initiative analysis, see 
Community Action Program, Office of Program Policy, Policy and Evaluation Division, 
“Local Initiative and Community Action,” February 1969, Record Group 381, Records 
of the Office of Economic Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Program 
Subject Files: 1967–72, Box 21, Folder: Participation of the Poor, National Archives and 
Records Administration, College Park.
	 94.	 See Bailey and Duquette, “How Johnson Fought the War on Poverty”; Florence 
Heller Graduate School for Advanced Studies in Social Welfare of Brandeis University, 
“Community Representation in 20 Cities,” in Cahn and Passett, eds., Citizen Participation: 
Effecting Community Change (New York, 1971); Reitzel Barss, and Associates, Inc., 
“Community Action and Urban Institutional Change: A National Evaluation of the 
Community Action Program” (August 1970); James J. Vanecko et al., The Impact of 
the Community Action Program on Institutional Change: Assistance to Community 
Organization as a Successful Strategy (Washington, D.C., May 1970).
	 95.	 Bailey and Duquette, “How Johnson Fought the War on Poverty.”
	 96.	 Torstensson similarly argues that the extant scholarship has focused too heavily 
on urban CAAs because of the interesting entanglements between race, class, gender, and 
movement politics in those instances. See Torstensson, “The Politics of Failure,” chaps. 3 
and 4.
	 97.	 See Administrative History of the Office of Economic Opportunity, Box 1, 
Folder: vol. 1, Part III, Narrative History, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library; Joseph 
Loftus, “Poverty Agency Praised on Riots,” New York Times, 10 August 1967; Roscoe 
Drummond, “Mayors Know Most About Race Rioting,” Galveston News, 17 September 
1967; “OEO Cools Riot Cities Probe Hints,” Christian Science Monitor, 21 August 1967; 
Loftus, “Poverty Agency Praised on Riots”; As early as 1965, OEO had begun planning 
for potential rioting and viewed CAAs as a tool to quell unrest. Shriver, in a memo 
to CAP director Theodore Berry, noted that members of OEO’s Community Relations 
division had “discussed various ways the Community Action Program might be helpful 
in reducing conflict—including rots—in cities this summer.” The memo suggested that 
CAP should organize special visits and consultations with certain cities “earmarked as 
potential trouble spots” in order to meet with CAA directors to help plan for poten-
tial demonstrations. Shriver also suggested that the CAP office could help produce 
“a documentary-instructional film” that outlined a set of “‘do’s and don’ts’ for police 
personnel working in high tension areas.” Officials within the CAP office recognized that 
CAA programs alone would not dramatically decrease the potential for rioting. Thus, 
CAP and OEO administrators sought to use the programs to help develop cooperative 
relationships with key community members. This included “The recruitment, training, 
and utilization of local neighborhood leaders (adult and adolescent) in the implementation  
of crash programs for the summer.” CAA should also aim to bring “together block or 
neighborhood leaders to advise on immediate program needs and probable ‘hot spots.’” 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


ryan larochelle  |  159

Community action agencies, according to officials within OEO and CAP, could and 
should facilitate cooperative dialogue between community residents and those in posi-
tions of power. See Memo from Sargent Shriver to Theodore M. Berry, “CAP and the ‘The 
Long Hot Summer,’” Record Group 381, Records of the Office of Economic Opportunity/
Community Services Administration, Director’s Subject Files, 1965–69, Box 7, National 
Archives and Records Administration, College Park; Memo from Samuel P. Yette to 
Richard W. Boone, “Task Force on Urban Summer Problems,” 26 March 1965, Records 
of the Office of Economic Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Director’s 
Subject Files, 1965–69, Box 7, Folder: Long Hot Summer, National Archives and Records 
Administration, College Park.
	 98.	 Edith Green, “Who Should Administer the War on Poverty?” National Association 
of Counties Magazine, January 1968, 8–10.
	 99.	 See Daniel Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects, Volume II.
	 100.	 Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty, 250.
	 101.	 Levitan, The Great Society’s Poor Law, 66–67; “Final Report on Designation of 
Community Action Agencies, Community Action Programs, Section 210, Economic 
Opportunity Amendments of 1967,” 6 February 1967, Records of the Office of Economic 
Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Director’s Subject Files, 1965–69, Box 
76, National Archives and Records Administration, College Park.
	 102.	 Daniel Yankelovich, Inc., Study of the Effects of Sections 210 and 211 of the 1967 
Amendments to the Economic Opportunity Act as Required Under Section 233 C of the 
Amendments, Volume I: Summary and Conclusions, iii.
	 103.	 Robert F. Clark, The War on Poverty: History, Selected Programs, and Ongoing 
Impact (Lanham, Md., 2002).
	 104.	 See Cazenave, Impossible Democracy; Naples, Grassroots Warriors.
	 105.	 Crenson and Rourke, “By Way of Conclusion,” 154–60.
	 106.	 Germany, New Orleans After the Promises, 8–9; Andrew Morris, “The Voluntary 
Sector’s War on Poverty,” Journal of Policy History 16, no. 4 (2004): 275–305. For a detailed 
account of how these developments played out in Newark, see Rabig, The Fixers.
	 107.	 See Clark, The War on Poverty.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030618000362


160  |  Reassessing the History of the Community Action Program, 1963–1967

CAA Implementation 
strategy

Community Progress, Inc. (New Haven, Conn.) Collaboration
General Aroostook Action Program (Presque Isle, Maine) Coordination
Action for Boston Community Development (Boston, Mass.) Collaboration
Montachusett Community Council, Inc. (Leominster, Mass.) Collaboration
Self-Help Inc. (Brockton, Mass.) Coordination
Community Teamwork, Inc. (Lowell, Mass.) Collaboration
Worcester Community Action Council (Worcester, Mass.) Hybrid
United Community Corporation (Newark, N.J.) Mobilization
Atlantic Human Resources (Atlantic City, NJ) Hybrid
Camden County Council on Economic Opportunity (Camden, N.J.) Coordination
Albany County Opportunity, Inc. (Albany, N.Y.) Hybrid
Mobilization for Youth and Harlem Youth Opportunities  

Unlimited - Associated Community Teams (New York, N.Y.)
Hybrid

Economic Opportunity Commission of Nassau County  
(Long Island, N.Y.)

Hybrid

Action for a Better Community, Inc. (Rochester, N.Y.) Coordination
Community Action Training Center (Syracuse, N.Y.) Mobilization
Utica Community Action, Inc (Utica, N.Y.) Coordination
Central Vermont Community Action (Montpelier, Vt.) Coordination
Northeast Kingdom Community Action (St. Johnsbury, Vt.) Coordination
LKLP Community Action Council (Hazard, Ky.) Coordination
Knox County Economic Opportunity Council (Knox County, Ky.) Coordination
Louisville and Jefferson County Community Action Commission  

(Louisville, Ky)
Collaboration

Baltimore CAA (Baltimore, Md.) Mobilization
Philadelphia Antipoverty Action Commission (Philadelphia, Pa.) Collaboration
United Planning Organization (Washington, D.C.) Hybrid
Operation Breakthrough, Inc. (Durham, N.C.) Mobilization
Experiment in Self-Reliance, Inc. (Winston Salem, N.C.) Collaboration
Carolina Community Actions, Inc. (Rock Hill, N.C.) Coordination
Richmond Community Action Program (Richmond, Va.) Collaboration
Lee County Community Action, Inc. (Lee County, Va.) Coordination
Mingo County Economic Opportunity Commission, Inc.  

(Williamson, W.Va.)
Hybrid

Appendix. Classification of CAA Implementation Strategies, 1964–1967
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Northeast Florida Community Action Agency (Jacksonville, Fla.) Coordination
Economic Opportunity Program, Inc. (Miami, Fla.) Hybrid
Tampa Economic Opportunity Council (Tampa, Fla.) Coordination
Tri-County Area 22 (Butler, Crenshaw, and Covington Counties, Ala.) Coordination
Eleventh Area of Alabama Opportunity Action Committee (Ala.) Hybrid
City of Selma-Dallas County CAA (Selma, Ala.) Mobilization
ARVAC, Inc. (Dardanelle, Ark.) Coordination
Economic Opportunity Atlanta, Inc. (Atlanta, Ga.) Coordination
Bolivar County Community Action Program, Inc. (Cleveland, Miss.) Collaboration
Coahoma Opportunities, Inc. (Coahoma County, Miss.) Hybrid
Systematic Training and Redevelopment (Miss.) Hybrid
Charleston County Economic Opportunity Committee  

(Charleston, S.C.)
Collaboration

Elk and Duck River Community Association (Petersburg, Tenn.) Coordination
Memphis-Shelby County War on Poverty (Memphis, Tenn.) Hybrid
Fayette County Economic Development Commission  

(Somerville, Tenn.)
Hybrid

Chicago Committee on Urban Opportunity (Chicago, Ill.) Collaboration
Decatur-Macon Opportunities Corp. (Decatur, Ill.) Hybrid
Madison County Economic Opportunity Commission  

(Edwardsville, Ill.)
Coordination

Lake County Economic Opportunity Council (Hammond, Ind.) Collaboration
Action Commission to Improve Opportunity Now, Inc.  

(South Bend, Ind.)
Coordination

Bay-Midland Commission on Economic Opportunity  
(Bay City, Mich.)

Collaboration

Mayor’s Committee for Total Action Against Poverty  
(Detroit, Mich.)

Collaboration

Upper Peninsula Commission for Area Progress  
(Escanaba, Mich.)

Coordination

Anoka Council of Economic Opportunity (Anoka, Minn.) Mobilization
Community Action of Minneapolis (Minneapolis, Minn.) Hybrid
Mahube Community Council (Detroit Lakes, Minn.) Coordination
Community Action Commission of the Cincinnati Area  

(Cincinnati, Ohio)
Collaboration

Community Organization of Scioto County (Portsmouth, Ohio) Hybrid
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Community Relation-Social Development Commission in  
Milwaukee County (Milwaukee, Wis.)

Collaboration

United Migrant Opportunity Services (Waukesha and  
Milwaukee, Wis.)

Mobilization

Total Community Action, Inc. (New Orleans, La.) Collaboration
CAP-CAB, Inc. (Shreveport, La.) Coordination
St. James Parish Community Action, Inc. (Lutcher, La.) Mobilization
Albuquerque-Bernalillo County Economic Opportunity Board  

(Albuquerque, N. Mex,)
Hybrid

Eddy County Community Action Corporation (Carlsbad, N. Mex.) Collaboration
Community Action Program of Oklahoma City and County, Inc.  

(Oklahoma City, Okla.)
Coordination

Council on Community Concerns (Andarko, Okla.) Coordination
Winter Garden Tri-County Committee, Inc. (Eagle Pass, Tex.) Hybrid
Nueces County Community Action Agency (Corpus Christi, Tex.) Collaboration
Porter-Randall Community Action Corporation (Amarillo, Tex.) Hybrid
Pine Bluff–Jefferson County Economic Opportunity Commission,  

Inc. (Pine Bluff, Ark.)
Collaboration

Denver Opportunity (Denver, Colo.) Collaboration
Pueblo’s War on Poverty, Inc (Pueblo, Colo.) Collaboration
Boulder County Economic Opportunity Council (Boulder, Colo.) Coordination
Canyon County Community Committee, Inc. (Nampa, Idaho) Coordination
Wichita Area CAP (Wichita, Kans.) Hybrid
The Human Development Corporation of Metropolitan St. Louis  

(St. Louis, Mo.)
Hybrid

West Central Missouri Rural Development Corporation  
(Appleton City, Mo.)

Coordination

Northeast South Dakota Community Action Program  
(Sisseton, S.Dak.)

Coordination

Rosebud Sioux Tribe (Rosebud, S.Dak.) Coordination
Salt Lake Community Action Program (Salt Lake City, Utah) Collaboration
Community Action Program, Inc. (Coolidge, Ariz.) Collaboration
Coconino County Community Action Agency (Flagstaff, Ariz.) Hybrid
Leadership and Education for the Advancement of Phoenix  

(Phoenix, Ariz.)
Collaboration
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Kern County Economic Opportunity Corporation  
(Bakersfield, Calif.)

Hybrid

Economic and Youth Opportunities Agency of Greater  
Los Angeles (Los Angeles, Calif.)

Hybrid

Contra Costa Office of Economic Opportunity (Martinez, Calif.) Collaboration
Southern Alameda County Economic Opportunity Agency  

(Fremont, Calif.)
Coordination

Economic Opportunity Council of San Francisco, Inc.  
(San Francisco, Calif.)

Mobilization

Economic Opportunity Commission of Santa Clara County, Inc.  
(San Jose, Calif.)

Mobilization

Santa Clara Economic Opportunity Commission  
(Santa Clara, Calif.)

Mobilization

Oakland Economic Development Council (Oakland, Calif.) Mobilization
Tulare County CA, Inc. (Visalia, Calif.) Hybrid
San Diego Economic Opportunity Commission (San Diego, Calif.) Hybrid
Clackamas County Economic Opportunity Authority, Inc.  

(Oregon City, Ore.)
Collaboration

Seattle–King County Economic Opportunity Board, Inc.  
(Seattle, Wash.)

Collaboration

Blue Mountain Action Council (Walla Walla, Wash.) Coordination
Yakima Valley Community Action, Inc. (Yakima, Wash.) Hybrid

Sources to the Appendix: The following sources were used to construct the dataset: Community 
Action Program, Office of Program Policy, Policy and Evaluation Division, “Local Initiative and 
Community Action,” February 1969, Record Group 381, Records of the Office of Economic 
Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Program Subject Files: 1967–72, Box 21, 
Folder: Participation of the Poor, National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, 
Md.; Local Initiative: A “New Fix,” Record Group 381, Records of the Office of Economic 
Opportunity/Community Services Administration, Program Subject Files: 1967–72, Box 3, Folder: 
CAP–Local Initiative (“New Fix”), National Archives and Records Administration, College Park; 
Yankelovich, Study of the Effects, Volume III; Greenstone and, Race and Authority; Hallman, “The 
Community Action Program”; Cazenave, Impossible Democracy; Shostak, “Promoting Participation 
of the Poor”; Ralph M. Kramer and Clare Denton, “Organization of a Community Action 
Program: A Comparative Case Study,” Social Work (Oct., 1967): 68–80; Torstensson, “Beyond the 
City,” Paul E. Peterson, “Forms of Representation: Participation of the Poor in the Community 
Action Program,” American Political Science Review 64, no. 2 (June 1970): 491–507; Harold Wolman, 
“Organization Theory and Community Action Agencies,” Public Administration Review 32, no. 1 
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(January–February 1972): 33–42; Naples, Grassroots Warriors; Quadagno, The Color of Welfare, 
Rhonda Y. Williams, “To Challenge the Status Quo by Any Means: Community Action and 
Representational Politics in 1960s Baltimore,” in The War on Poverty, ed. Orleck and Hazirjian; 
Marc S. Rodriguez, “Defining the Space of Participation in a Northern City: Tejanos and the 
War on Poverty in Milwaukee,” in The War on Poverty, ed. Orleck and Hazirjian; Kenneth B. 
Clark and Jeannette Hopkins, A Relevant War Against Poverty: A Study of Community Action 
Programs and Observable Social Change (New York, 1969); Ashmore, Carry It On; Susan 
Youngblood Ashmore, “Going Back to Selma: Organizing for Change in Dallas County after the 
March to Montgomery,” in The War on Poverty, ed. Orleck and Hazirjian; Brian Keough, “Politics 
as Usual or Political Change: The War on Poverty’s Community Action Program in Albany, New 
York, 1959–1967,” Afro-Americans in New York Life and History 36, no. 2 (2012): 37–65; Blumenthal, 
“The Bureaucracy”; Rabig, The Fixers; Krasovic, The Newark Frontier; Mumford, Newark; Mckee, 
The Problem of Jobs; Countryman, Up South; Germany, New Orleans after the Promises; Ralph M. 
Kramer, Participation of the Poor: Comparative Community Case Studies in the War on Poverty 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1969); Paul E. Peterson, “Forms of Representation: Participation of the 
Poor in the Community Action Program,” American Political Science Review 64, no. 2 (June 1970): 
491–507; Fremont James Lyden and Jerry V. Thomas, “Citizen Participation in Policy-Making:  
A Study of a Community Action Program,” Social Science Quarterly 50, no. 3 (December 1969): 
631–42; Cahn and Passett, eds., Citizen Participation: Effecting Community Change (New York, 
1971); Sumati N. Dubey, “Community Action Programs and Citizen Participation: Issues and 
Confusions,” Social Work 15, no. 1 (January 1970): 76–84; John H. Strange, “Citizen Participation 
in Community Action and Model Cities Programs,” Public Administration Review 32 (October 
1972): 655–69.
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