
UC San Diego
UC San Diego Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Fighting Poverty Together : The War on Poverty and the Fault Lines of Participatory 
Democracy

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1js5j4f0

Author
Smith, Maki Brian

Publication Date
2015
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1js5j4f0
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 
 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO 
 

  
Fighting Poverty Together: 

 
The War on Poverty and the Fault Lines of Participatory Democracy 

 
 
 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the 
requirements for the degree Doctor of Philosophy 

 
 
 

in 
 
 
 

History 
 
 
 

by  
 
 
 

Maki Brian Smith 
 
 
 

Committee in charge: 
  
 Professor Daniel Widener, Chair 
 Professor Nayan Shah, Co-Chair 
 Professor Nancy Kwak 
 Professor Lisa Lowe 
 Professor Stefan Tanaka 

 
 
 
 

2015



 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 
 

Maki Brian Smith, 2015 
 

All rights reserved
 



 
 

iii 

 
 
 
 

 
The Dissertation of Maki Brian Smith is approved, and it is acceptable 
 
in quality and form for publication on microfilm and electronically: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Co-Chair 
 
 
 

Chair 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

University of California, San Diego 
 

2015



 
 

 iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Signature Page……………………………………………………………................ iii 

Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………… iv 

List of Images……………………………………………………………………….. v 

Acknowledgments…………………………………………………………………… vi 

Vita…………………………………………………………………………………… xiii  

Abstract of the Dissertation………………………………………………………….. xiv 

Introduction:  Planning a War on Poverty:  Race, Urban Space, and Strategies of Liberal 
Governance…………………………………………………………………………… 1  
 
Chapter 1:  Finding Poverty in the Cities:  The War on Poverty and the Racialization of 
Urban 
Space………………………………………………………………………………….  63  
 
Chapter 2:  Mapping Model Neighborhoods:  The Model Cities Program and the Battles 
Over Citizen Participation…………………………………………………………… 107 
 
Chapter 3:  Keeping the Summers Cool:  Community Power and the Crisis of 
Governance in New York and 
Oakland……………………………………………………………………………… 165 
 
Chapter 4:  “We need altered lives as well as altered ways of life”:  Preventing Crisis in 
Seattle’s Model 
Neighborhood……………………………………………………............................... 242 
 
Chapter 5:  “People who own their homes don’t burn down their neighborhoods”:  
Richard Nixon and the Economicization of the War on 
Poverty……………………………………………………………………………….. 308 
 
Conclusion:  From the War on Poverty to the War on the Poor…………................... 359 
 
Works Cited………………………………………………………………………….. 372 

 

 

 



 
 

 v 

LIST OF IMAGES 

 

Image 1.1:  Childhood Poverty in San Francisco…………………………………….. 79  

Image 2.1:  Power to the People, Watts, CA, 1969…………………………………… 109 

Image 2.2:  Model Cities Citizen Participation, Trenton, NJ…………………………. 119 

Image 2.3:  Oakland Maps……………………………………………………………. 130   

Image 2.4:  Los Angeles Model Neighborhood Target Areas………………………… 132 

Image 3.1:  New York Model Neighborhood Target Areas…………………………..  175 

Image 3.2:  Oakland Model Neighborhood with Surrounding Neighborhoods………  201 

Image 3.3:  Black Panther Party Headquarters, Oakland, 1967 and 1970……………  223 

Image 3.4:  Black Panther Candidates for the WOPC.……………………………….  239   

Image 4.1:  Seattle Model Neighborhood Target Area……………………………….  252 

Image 4.2:  Seattle Model Cities Arts and Culture, 1968..…………………………...  278 

Image 4.3:  Seattle Model Cities Arts and Culture, 1968…………………………… 280 

Image 4.4:  Model Cities:  A Hoax…………………………………………………… 288  

Image 4.5:  Black Panther Party Headquarters, Seattle………………………………. 290 

Image 4.6:  Seattle Black Panther Party Rally………………………………………... 293 

Image 5.1:  Harlem Commonwealth Council Supermarket…………………………... 347 

Image 5.2:  Seattle Unicenter Job Training Program…………………………………. 353 

  
   
 

 

 



 
 

 vi 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  

 The process of completing this dissertation has been a truly collaborative one.  

From the seminar space, to formal and informal conversations with colleagues and 

faculty mentors, to the many generative in-person and remote meetings with my writing 

group, this project reflects the invaluable support and friendship I have received over the 

years, as much as it does my own efforts.  Finishing the dissertation is exciting for a host 

of reasons, not the least of which is the opportunity to thank those who supported me 

along the way. 

 From our very first conversation during the application process, Nayan Shah has 

supported me and my work in innumerable ways.  He has not only pushed me to hone my 

analysis and writing, always asking the right questions at precisely the right moments, his 

own rigorous intellectual practice and scholarship has inspired me and given me a model 

to emulate.  Daniel Widener has shown me what it means to be politically engaged as a 

teacher and scholar.  Throughout this process, he has reminded me time and time again 

what is at stake in the work I do, and I thank him for pushing my analysis to reflect this.  

Together, Nayan and Danny challenged me and supported me in distinct ways, and I hope 

they can see their influence in my work.  Nancy Kwak has been my advocate and 

supported me from the moment I arrived on campus.  She not only introduced me to the 

field of urban history, she has guided me through every stage of graduate school with 

regular encouragement, reading suggestions, and professional advice.  I will be forever 

thankful for the weekly meetings with Nancy as she helped me prepare for my exams.  I 

also want to thank Stefan Tanaka for all the ways he helped prepare me for this moment.  

As part of a series of directed readings, Stefan challenged me to think broadly and to 



 
 

 vii 

always write and speak with conviction.  I cannot thank him enough for that; I am more 

prepared to explain my work in all settings because of Stefan’s mentorship.  One of the 

special things about UCSD is the interdisciplinary and collaborative climate among 

faculty and students.  In my first year of graduate school, Lisa Lowe allowed me to 

participate in her American Studies seminar in the Literature Department.  Since then, 

she has shaped this project in so many ways.  A directed reading, along with Lisa’s 

insightful comments on my writing, shaped the theoretical and analytical frameworks I 

employ in the dissertation.  If this was all the members of my committee did for me, that 

would be more than enough.  But beyond practical mentorship and advice, they all treated 

me with kindness and genuine concern for my intellectual development.  That means as 

much to me as anything else.  

I also want to thank a group of faculty members who supported me from outside 

my committee.  Luis Alvarez has read and commented on my work, included me in a 

series of events and publication opportunities, and has encouraged me throughout my 

time at UCSD.  Thanks also to Natalia Molina, Dave Gutierrez, Mark Hendrickson, Mark 

Hanna, Rebecca Plant, and Jessica Graham for support and kind words along the way.  

Thanks also to Chris Friday and Kevin Leonard at Western Washington University for all 

their guidance throughout the years. 

 As everyone who makes it through graduate school knows, a supportive network 

of colleagues is critical.  I have been extremely fortunate in this regard.  Across a plethora 

of formal and informal spaces, in seminars, coffee shops, and each other’s homes, we 

have discussed readings, lamented the stresses of graduate school, and reported on the 

progress of our projects.  Two individuals in particular deserve special thanks.  Cutler 



 
 

 viii 

Edwards has been my friend from day one.  More than his kindness in helping me to 

navigate UCSD and the graduate program (which he did in ways that went above and 

beyond what I could have asked for), he and his partner, Marilyn Brogan, singularly 

helped me adjust to life in a new city.  Elizabeth Sine has also been a dear friend and 

interlocutor from the outset.  Cutler and Liz mentored me through the stages of graduate 

school, always keep me accountable, and have read nearly every word I have written over 

the last six years.  Our writing group has been particularly critical to my progress.  Both 

Liz and Cutler have the unique ability to give the perfect blend of incisive criticism and 

unyielding encouragement.  Our meetings always give me renewed energy and 

confidence to keep going. 

 Colleagues across campus and disciplines have sustained me with their 

collegiality, brilliance, and friendship.  In the History department, I took my cues from a 

group of advanced graduate students who showed me through their example, what 

engaged scholarship looks like and the importance of collaboration and community.  

Thanks especially to Jimmy Patino, Anita Casavantes Bradford, Gloria Kim, Alicia 

Ratterree, Liz Mikos, and Jessica Jordan.  A host of others have given me needed 

support, offered feedback, and most importantly, stood beside me on this journey.  For 

that and more, thanks to Ryan Reft, James Shrader, Israel Pastrana, Mayra Avitia, Laura 

Gutierrez, Bob Long, William McGovern, Mary Klann, Mychal Odom, Jorge Leal, Alina 

Mendez, Kate Flach, Troy Kokinis, Kevan Aguilar, and Amie Campos.  

 I have also benefitted from conversations and shared experiences with scholars 

outside the History department.  Niall Twohig has been a dear friend and collaborator 

from the start.  Lauren Heintz, Sara Mameni, Josen Diaz, Ashvin Kini, Chris Perreira, Joo 



 
 

 ix 

Ok Kim, Satoko Kakihara, June Ting, Chien-Ting Lin, and Megan Turner pushed me to 

think in different ways in seminar and lifted me up with their kind words in those fleeting 

moments when we crossed paths.  The interdisciplinary spaces of collaboration have been 

one of the true joys of my time at UCSD.   

 Financial support from the UCSD Department of History, the University of 

California, California Studies Consortium, the University of California President’s 

Dissertation Fellowship, and the Moody Grant at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library 

made research, conference travel, and writing possible.  At the Lyndon Johnson Library, I 

benefitted from the kind and patient assistance of Allen Fisher who helped me navigate 

the collections and regularly came to me with additional suggestions.  Thank you also to 

Tab Lewis at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland.  As those who have done 

research there know, the sheer volume of textual material can be overwhelming, but Tab 

guided me through the complex process of finding materials.  I also benefitted from the 

assistance of the staff at the Richard Nixon Library in Yorba Linda, California, the 

Seattle Municipal Archives, and the University of Washington Special Collections.   

 I have been fortunate to have multiple opportunities to share my work at 

conferences and workshops.  Conferences for the Urban History Association, the Society 

for American Regional and City Planning History, the Western History Association, and 

the Critical Ethnic Studies Association all provided me forums to hone my arguments and 

analyses.  For their insightful comments and feedback, thanks to Robert Self, Peter 

Aeschbacher, Christopher Klemek, Kevin Leonard, Robert Fairbanks, Matthew Lasner, 

and Sara Stevens. 



 
 

 x 

 On research and conference trips to cities across the country, I benefited from the 

hospitality of friends both old and new.  Above all, I must thank Bhupendra and Devyani 

Shah, who having never met me in person, allowed me to live in their home in Maryland 

even though they were out of the country.  I thank them for giving me a comfortable 

place to stay and for entrusting me with their home while they were abroad. Richard and 

Whitney O’Neill in New York and Bub and Monica Bergstrom in Los Angeles always 

give me a place to stay and make me feel at home.  Their friendship and unyielding 

support have meant the world to me, and I thank Richard and Bub in particular for 

regularly phone calls asking me about my progress.  In Seattle, thanks to Collin and 

Annelise Sullivan for their friendship and for the including me in the life of their young 

son, Chance.  Kevin Smith’s regular check-ins on my progress reminded me that my 

friends believed in me.  Tom and Cheryl Hirsch have been dear family friends since I was 

a little boy.  Thank you to them, and their son Henry, for their years of support and for 

giving me a place to stay when I needed a break from writing and research.  Restful days 

and nights in their Connecticut home rejuvenated me when I needed it.  Thank you to 

Don and Kathy Foster as well for years of support and friendship.   

 More than anyone else, Mariola Alvarez has supported me and this project from 

beginning to end.   Her companionship, love, and encouragement sustained me through 

the many ups and downs of writing and revision.  Mariola’s family welcomed me with 

open arms and I thank them for their encouragement as well.  Thanks to Patricia and 

Aurelio Alvarez and Chris, Patti, and Christopher Duenas for giving me a second home in 

South Florida.   



 
 

 xi 

 Finally, I am honored to be able to thank my family.  My parents, Brian and 

Sachiko, showed me from the early age the importance and emancipatory potential of 

education.  They are unyielding in their support and love, and I hope they will accept this 

project as a small token of my gratitude.  The lessons I’ve learned and my commitment to 

a better and more just world comes from them.  Thank you also to my siblings, Mari and 

Thani Suchoknand and Kimi Smith.  I’ve been proud to be Mari’s and Kimi’s older 

brother since they were born and I thank them for always giving me a home to return to.  

My extended family in the US and Japan also deserve recognition.  Unfortunately, my 

grandparents in Japan, Katsuhiko and Shoko Ogura did not live to see this project 

completed.  I will forever hold memories of them in my heart and appreciate the profound 

sacrifice they made by giving their daughter and my father their blessing to make a life in 

America.  Thanks also to Kazuko, Aria, and Karin Aoyama for your love.  In the US, I’ve 

been blessed with a close-knit extended family.  Thanks to the Walker and Holsten 

families as well as Linda Smith, and Joel and Rose Smith for your care and 

encouragement.  My grandmother, Dorothy Smith, has been steadfast in her love and 

support.  She reminds me that she prays for me everyday, and I thank her for her daily 

concern.   

The beginning of my graduate school journey coincided with profound heartbreak 

for my family.  In the summer of 2007, my beloved aunt, Suzanne Holsten, and 

grandfather, Dean Smith, died three months apart.  Suzanne had the warmest heart and 

kindest spirit of anyone I have known, and she demonstrated that in her courageous battle 

with cancer.  My grandfather lived for his family.  He loved his wife, children, and 



 
 

 xii 

grandchildren intensely.  He was a voracious reader and student of history, and I hope he 

would have found this work interesting.  This project is dedicated to all of you.     

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 xiii 

VITA 

2007  Bachelor of Arts, History, Saint Martin’s University, Lacey, WA 

2009  Master of Arts, History, Western Washington University, Bellingham,  
  WA 
 
2015  Doctor of Philosophy, History, University of California, San Diego, CA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 xiv 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Fighting Poverty Together:  

The War on Poverty and the Fault Lines of Participatory Democracy 

 

by  

 

Maki Brian Smith 

Doctor of Philosophy in History 

University of California, San Diego, 2015 

Professor Daniel Widener, Chair 

Professor Nayan Shah, Co-Chair 

 

Fighting Poverty Together:  The War on Poverty and the Fault Lines of 

Participatory Democracy explores strategies of urban governance in the era spanning the 

War on Poverty and New Federalism in the 1960s and 1970s.  In this period, federal and 

municipal officials seized on “citizen participation” and the inclusion of aggrieved 
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racialized minority communities as a critical strategy of governance manage conflict and 

mollify oppositional political formations emergent in urban centers across the nation.  

Using celebratory language of “self-help” and building on individual and communities’ 

“capacities and competencies,” these strategies sought to manage growing crisis in the 

cities, by producing the boundaries of normative participatory citizenship, absorbing 

those willing and able to work cooperatively within the bounds of the state, and 

marginalizing those political formations deemed too radical for productive participation 

in government programs. Participation was a critical governmental apparatus for 

transforming racialized minority poor residents—many of whom were engaged in 

alternative imaginings of community, politics, and power—into productive citizens who 

participated in mainstream political institutions.   

 But the institutional knowledge formations about poverty, race, and the city were 

never totalizing.  Indeed, the War on Poverty and the inclusionary rhetoric of the era is, at 

its core, a story about the collision between opposing views about the proper role of 

government, the meaning and limits of democracy, racial and economic justice, and 

community power.  It is also about the clash of competing trajectories of knowledge 

formation.  On one side, War on Poverty officials came to “know” urban space and 

racialized minority communities through an assemblage of social scientific research and 

bureaucratic, observational reports on city life.  Yet this institutional knowledge, which 

was the basis for War on Poverty planning and governance, was blind to the local 

expertise of individual neighborhoods and communities borne out the quotidian, lived 

experiences of residents.  Throughout this study, I explore the contests over this clashing 

set of ideas and discursive formations between the state and urban residents and 
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communities in New York, Oakland, and Seattle.  I argue that through their challenges to 

War on Poverty governance, residents and activists imagined alternative visions of 

community and political power that were anti-racist, multiracial, and anti-imperialist.  In 

doing so, they rejected state knowledge and its processes of racial formation.
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Introduction: 
Planning a War on Poverty:  Race, Urban Space, and Strategies of Liberal 

Governance 
 

When President Lyndon Johnson declared an “unconditional war on poverty” 

during his State of the Union address in January 1964, he ushered in a new era of urban 

governance based on the political inclusion for previously marginalized communities in 

America.  To be sure, the government’s attention to inequality and poverty was not new 

in and of itself; indeed politicians, reformers, and academics have been preoccupied with 

the plight of the poor for most the country’s history.1  But as President, Johnson presided 

over one of the most transformational moments in American history as it pertained to the 

federal government’s relationship to cities and their residents.  For the first time, marking 

a departure from 19th century reformism and the monumental interventions into financial 

and economic inequality during the New Deal, the War on Poverty placed race at the 

center of discussions of poverty and inequality.  In addition, the War on Poverty sought 

the widespread inclusion of the previously marginalized and disempowered racialized 

minority communities in the planning and implementation of anti-poverty programs.  

Together with its signature legislation, the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA), the War on 

Poverty also introduced Medicaid, Medicare, and expanded food stamps to improve the 

lives of the nation’s poorest citizens.  

                                                
1 Michael Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse:  A Social History of Welfare in America (New York:  
Basic Books, 1986); Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers:  The Political Origins of Social 
Policy in the United States (Cambridge:  Belknap, 1992); William Novak, The People's Welfare:  Law and 
Regulation in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996). 
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The Economic Opportunity Act, swiftly passed in August 1964 with a total 

funding budget of $947 million created a new federal office whose sole purpose was to 

develop strategies and programs to fight poverty.  It also mandated a novel strategy of 

governance centered on the controversial promise of “maximum feasible participation” of 

the poor.  The participatory programs, including the Community Action Program (CAP), 

established in Title II, received $340 million with another $412 million going to the Job 

Corps, also housed in the OEO.1  The CAP allowed communities to establish Community 

Action Agencies (CAA), who could then apply for funds through the OEO to support 

anti-poverty programs in their neighborhoods and communities.  Through the CAP, 

communities were to develop and implement plans to solve the problems facing them by 

enlisting the “maximum feasible participation” of neighborhood residents.  The 

participatory elements of the era revolutionized social welfare policy in America and 

codified the expectation that individual residents and communities would be afforded a 

voice in the planning and implementation of the programs that impacted their lives.   

 “Fighting Poverty Together” takes the participatory tenets of the era as its starting 

point and explores the contested ways it was put into practice in American urban centers 

throughout the 1960s and early 1970s.  Using the Model Cities Program, the most 

explicitly urban program of the War on Poverty, I track the ways in which the political 

inclusion of the racialized minority urban poor into the sphere of participatory democracy 

moved to the forefront of strategies of liberal governance.  I argue that the various citizen 

participation initiatives were the fundamental strategies of the state to manage racial, 

                                                
1 Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship: Black Los Angeles, Korean Kawasaki, and Community 
Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 28. 
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social, and cultural crisis.  Using celebratory language of “self-help” and building on 

individual and communities’ “capacities and competencies,” these strategies sought to 

manage growing crisis in the cities, by producing the boundaries of normative 

participatory citizenship, absorbing those willing and able to work cooperatively within 

the bounds of the state, and marginalizing those political formations deemed too radical 

for productive participation in government programs.2  Participation was a critical 

governmental apparatus for transforming racialized minority poor residents—many of 

whom were engaged in alternative imaginings of community, politics, and power—into 

productive citizens who participated in mainstream political institutions.   

 The social, cultural, and political upheavals of the 1960s hold a significant place 

in America’s collective memory and mythology.  The passage of the Civil Rights Act in 

1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 were a declaration, at the federal level, that 

official regimes of racial segregation would no longer be tolerated.  The changes wrought 

by the Civil Rights Movement, the antiwar movement, and the urban rebellions of the late 

1960s laid bare both the massive cleavages in American society and the contradictions of 

American liberal democracy.3  The August 1965 Watts rebellion in particular represented 

two divergent trajectories in American life:  the increasingly urgent demands for 

remediation and justice from the country’s racialized minority communities and the 

governmental imperative to contain crisis.  The anxiety of government officials and the 

                                                
2 The broad discourse of “self-help” was a critical governmental strategy throughout the postwar period that 
extended beyond poverty programs in American cities.  As the historian Nancy Kwak illuminates in her 
work on the transnational home ownership programs, American politicians, planners, and housing experts 
strove to inculcate values of liberal, middle-class subjectivity through their belief in the self-help potential 
of homeownership.  See Nancy H. Kwak, A World of Homeowners:  American Power and the Politics of 
Housing Aid (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2015) forthcoming. 
3 For a treatise on the overlapping civil rights and anti-war movements, see Daniel Lucks, Selma to Saigon:  
The Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War (Lexington:  University Press of Kentucky, 2014). 
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White establishment was clearly articulated by former CIA chief John McCone, who the 

California Governor Pat Brown tasked to lead the post-riot commission.  The McCone 

Report, released in December 1965, had a simple title that invoked the national anxiety 

about the crisis in America’s cities:  Violence in the City:  An End or a Beginning?  In 

this milieu racial inequality could no longer be ignored as the central contradiction in 

American democracy.  The advent of the War on Poverty then, was introduced in part as 

a response to growing crisis.  My analysis explores the context and conditions out of 

which the War on Poverty emerged and the ways that the politics of inclusion and 

empowerment served as critical terrains of struggle between the imperatives of state 

governance and the urban grassroots.  Using the participatory tenets of the War on 

Poverty, this study inquires into the governmental rationalities of inclusion.  It asks, what 

was the normative ideal of participatory citizenship imagined by federal and city officials 

in program planning and implementation?  How did the state draw the boundaries of 

participation though its promise of inclusion?  And how did War on Poverty 

epistemology fix ideas about race, culture, community, and the city?    

 In this era the federal government recruited social scientists to help understand 

urban poverty and poverty in general.  The results of this research were disseminated to 

the American public through popular media and promotional literature for the anti-

poverty program.  What emerged was the creation of a discourse of urban pathology and 

the “culture of poverty.”  The culture of poverty thesis aggregated a set of ideas about 

race, urban space, and community that fixed poverty and the poor as legible and natural 
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categories.4  While certainly cognizant of the structural changes of post-World War II 

America and the deleterious effects deindustrialization and automation had on the urban 

poor, academics and policy makers focused on poverty as a cultural effect.  That is to say, 

poverty brought with it not only want and hunger but “pathologies” like a distrust of the 

state, loss of aspiration and motivation, and cultural and economic stagnation.5  By 

framing racialized urban poverty this way, according to the historian Robin Kelley, the 

state and society purposefully deemphasized or even ignored the existence of a “racial 

economy which suppressed black wages, dispossessed people from land and property, 

and denied access to public services and accommodations” in ways that “ultimately 

served to subsidize White privilege by way of Black consumers and tax payers.6  Indeed, 

poverty became a governmental category of subjectivity in itself that required an 

intervention that went beyond improving one’s economic position through relief rolls and 

job training.  To combat poverty required a comprehensive attack on the “human” aspects 

that caused it. Further, this institutional construction was spatially oriented as well, as 

urban space became the most recognizable symbol of poverty.  This focus on urban space 

was not at the center of War on Poverty discourse at the outset.  In the early 1960s, most 

imagery focused on rural—both White and Black—poverty in the Appalachian region.  

                                                
4 See Barbara Cruikshank, The Will to Empower:  Democratic Citizens and Other Subjects (Ithaca:  Cornell 
University Press, 1999) and Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship: Black Los Angeles, Korean 
Kawasaki, and Community Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014). 
5 Michael Harrington argued that unlike the immigrant slums of the Progressive Era in which European and 
Asian immigrants believed in the promise of upward mobility, the “new poverty” of the post-War world 
was notable for total lack of hope and belief in the ultimate fairness of American society.  Part of the 
governing rationality behind community participation was to renew this hope and re-absorb these “lost” 
subjects into American society and make them legible as liberal subjects.  See Michael Harrington, The 
Other America:  Poverty in the United States (New York:  MacMillan, 1962), 10. 
6 Robin D.G. Kelley, “Toward a Decolonial Democracy?:  Cold War, Neoliberal Violence and the Struggle 
to End War (lecture, “Mike Brown’s Body:  Meditations on Race, War and Democracy,” Toni Morrison 
Lecture, Princeton University, 15 April 2015). 
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But as the program and its implementation came into focus through the middle and end of 

the decade, policy makers and the broader society began to describe poverty as a 

racialized and uniquely urban threat to middle class and elite Whites.   

 But the institutional knowledge formations about poverty, race, and the city were 

never totalizing.  Indeed, the War on Poverty and the inclusionary rhetoric of the era is, at 

its core, a story about the collision between opposing views about the proper role of 

government, the meaning and limits of democracy, racial and economic justice, and 

community power.  It is also about the clash of competing trajectories of knowledge 

formation.  On one side, War on Poverty officials came to “know” urban space and 

racialized minority communities through an assemblage of social scientific research and 

bureaucratic, observational reports on city life.  Yet this institutional knowledge, which 

was the basis for War on Poverty planning and governance, was blind to the local 

expertise of individual neighborhoods and communities born out the quotidian, lived 

experiences of residents.  Throughout this study, I explore the contests over this clashing 

set of ideas and discursive formations between the state and urban residents and 

communities.  I argue that through their challenges to War on Poverty governance, 

residents and activists imagined alternative visions of community and political power in 

ways that refused state knowledge and racial formation.      

 The state sought to manage social crisis and the increasingly vocal demands for 

justice and remediation from urban communities across the nation through the promise of 

inclusion and participation.  By brining the racialized minority urban poor into the sphere 

of local and municipal government, federal and city officials aimed to foster cooperation 

and build alliance out of protest and oppositionality.  This was based on the belief that 
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increased participation would redirect the energies of the urban grassroots away from 

protest and radical oppositionality and channel them towards community and 

neighborhood uplift within the boundaries established by mainstream political 

institutions.   

 However, the practicalities of creating space and institutions for inclusion were 

coupled with a broad discursive project that produced categories of normative citizenship 

and community.  For War on Poverty planners and local officials tasked to implement the 

program, the task of producing normative subjects was fundamental to these goals.  

Through participation in poverty programs at the local level, government officials strove 

to train and inculcate a set of values and behaviors that would lift the urban poor from the 

deleterious effects of the culture of poverty and produce citizens who worked 

cooperatively within established political institutions.  Indeed, in their quest for 

normative participatory citizenship throughout the 1960s and 1970s, federal and local 

officials demonized those who the Mississippi Governor Paul Johnson called the 

“extremists and agitators,” whose efforts to “subvert legal authority” were illegitimate 

and outside the acceptable bounds of civic membership and belonging.7  In my 

examination of these contests and processes, I make three broad arguments.   

 First, analyzing speeches, planning memorandums, and War on Poverty 

legislation, I map the ways in which governmental knowledge formations constructed 

poverty at the neighborhood and community scales.  This scaling which isolated poverty 

to the supposed pathologies of urban neighborhoods and racialized minority communities 

                                                
7 Martha Bailey and Sheldon Danziger, “Legacies of the War on Poverty,” in Legacies of the War on 
Poverty ed. Martha Bailey and Sheldon Danziger (New York:  Russell Sage Foundation, 2013), 11. 



 
 

 

8 

helped to produce a narrative of place, space, urban development, and the causes and 

effects of racial inequality.  Unlike European, and to a lesser degree Asian immigrants at 

the turn of the century, government officials, planners, and social scientists argued that 

the racialized minority urban poor in the 1960s lacked the bonds of community that 

provided residents with assistance, services, and support.  Increasingly in the early 

planning stages, officials and planners discursively constructed urban poverty through the 

lens of a Black/White binary and began to associate target areas and residents almost 

singularly with African Americans.  Of course, this erased and ignored the long history of 

active African American community organizations and formations that provided 

solidarity and support for Blacks in the face of exclusion, segregation, and racist 

violence.8  The narratives that emerged out of the scaling of urban poverty both helped 

produce and confirmed the emergent culture of poverty thesis as the central cause of 

poverty, rather than broader processes of postwar deindustrialization, mass 

suburbanization and White flight, White racism, and urban disinvestment.  This set of 

ideas that assumed poor, urban, and mostly Black citizens lacked community underscored 

the epistemological foundations of War on Poverty governance that sought to produce 

productive, participatory communities in American cities.   

 However, this discursive scaling had critical ramifications for the ensuing 

discussions of race and community in America.  The spatialization and racialization of 

                                                
8 Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 2004); Craig Wilder, A Covenant with Color:  Race and Social Power in 
Brooklyn (New York:  Columbia University Press, 2000); Andrew Wiese, Places of Their Own:  African 
American Suburbanization in the Twentieth Century (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2004); Scott 
Kurashige, The Shifting Grounds of Race:  Black and Japanese Americans in the Making of Multiethnic 
Los Angeles (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2008); Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black 
Community:  Seattle’s Central District From the 1870s Through the Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University 
of Washington Press, 1994). 
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endemic urban poverty as a Black condition had the effect of deemphasizing alternative 

configurations of race and community.  Beginning in the postwar era in cities throughout 

the nation, Black, Asian, and Latino residents found spaces for multiracial cooperation 

and solidarity.  These included multiracial civic organizations coordinated with city 

mayors that brought residents together to plan and implement neighborhood improvement 

projects as well as various informal affinities and kinships fostered by shared experiences 

and spatial proximity.9  These were very much in tune with the integrationist racial 

liberalism of the era.  But the governmental interventions into urban life during the War 

on Poverty—in particular the Model Cities Program—produced a new state knowledge 

that focused on Black poverty and deemphasized other racialized communities.  The 

efforts of Asian American and Latino communities to make claims to political 

recognition and authority are very much part of the story of post-war American history.  

Further, racialized minority communities often imagined and claimed solidarity and 

community beyond the bounds of the American nation-state.  Especially in response to 

Cold War interventions throughout Latin American, Asia, and Africa racialized minority 

communities framed their struggle against domestic racism within the broader matrix of 

global anti-imperialist struggles.10  In doing so, they demanded democracy in America 

                                                
9 See for example, Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District From 
the 1870s Through the Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington Press, 1994); Kevin Leonard, 
The Battle for Los Angeles:  Racial Ideology and World War II (Albuquerque:  University of New Mexico 
Press, 2006); Allison Varzally, Making a Non-White America:  Californians Coloring outside Ethnic Lines, 
1925-1955 (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008); Luis Alvarez, The Power of the Zoot:  Youth 
Culture and Resistance During World War II (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008); Scott 
Kurashige, The Shifting Grounds of Race:  Black and Japanese Americans in the Making of Multiethnic 
Los Angeles (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2008); Mark Brilliant, The Color of America Has 
Changed:  How Racial Diversity Shaped Civil Rights Reform in California, 1941-1978 (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2010). 
10 See Donna Murch, Living for the City:  Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in 
Oakland, California (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Daniel Widener, Black Arts 
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while simultaneously framing their critiques within the context of the expanding national 

security state and US imperialism.11 

 Part of my analysis then, is to parse out the ways that the discursive formations of 

the War on Poverty too easily erased the diversity of political and community formations 

and identities from the national conversation about race and poverty, without completely 

de-centering African Americans.  Throughout the planning and implementation of urban 

poverty programs in the 1960s and 1970s, officials constructed an institutional 

knowledge about urban poverty that was almost wholly concerned with African 

Americans was thus at the core of War on Poverty epistemology and governance.  In 

addition, the varied political trajectories of Asian and Latino communities borrowed from 

and drew inspiration from both the civil rights mainstream and Black Power advocates.  

Increasingly throughout the 1960s, African Americans frustrated by the slow pace of 

social change and the limited gains wrought by the dismantling of de jure racial 

segregation, adopted a politics of self-determination and self-defense to secure basic 

rights in housing, education and jobs as well as protection against police and vigilante 

violence.12  They also challenged the limited scope of participation in the War on 

                                                                                                                                            
West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2010); Alyosha 
Goldstein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the American Century (Durham:  
Duke University Press, 2012); Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement:  Puerto 
Ricans, African Americans, and the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2014); Laura Pulido, Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left:  Radical Activism in Los 
Angeles (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2006); Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and 
the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2004); Scot Brown, 
Fighting for US:  Maulana Karenga, the US Organization, and Black Cultural Nationalism (New York:  
New York University Press, 2003); Gerald Horne, Fire This Time:  The Watts Uprising and the 1960s 
(Charlottesville:  University Press of Virginia, 1995). 
11 Robin D.G. Kelley, “Toward a Decolonial Democracy?:  Cold War, Neoliberal Violence and the 
Struggle to End War (lecture, “Mike Brown’s Body:  Meditations on Race, War and Democracy,” Toni 
Morrison Lecture, Princeton University, 15 April 2015). 
12 I am aware of the problematic nature of drawing a strict binary distinction between the Southern Civil 
Rights and the Black Power movement in the urban North.  Scholars have done important work revising the 
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Poverty.  As Stokely Carmichael told a crowd of students at the University of 

Washington in May 1967:  “without the capacity to participate with power,” participation 

itself meant nothing.13  As such, I explore instances of multiracial politics while 

remaining attentive to central role of African Americans in both the processes of state 

racial formation and possibilities and limitations of grassroots activism.  In her study of 

postwar New York, the historian Sonia Lee urges scholars to push their analyses beyond 

top-down processes of racialization whereby the formation of racial and ethnic categories 

occur in isolation from on another, a process she calls “boundary-formation.”  Instead, 

she suggests that attention to instances of “boundary crossing” and the construction of 

multiracial group identities illuminates the permeability of categories and the ways that a 

diversity of individuals and communities challenge institutional knowledge and 

authority.14   The multiple and varied configurations of community in urban centers built 

solidarity based not only on similar experiences of subordination or exploitation, but also 

through what the historian Luis Alvarez calls the collective “insubordination to 

domination.”15 

 This discursive construction of normative subjectivity was the fundamental terrain 

of struggle.  I show how in cities across the country, Black, Asian, Latino, and myriad 

                                                                                                                                            
regional, political, and temporal division between these two strands of the Black freedom struggle.  When I 
refer to Black Power activism and its challenges to War on Poverty orthodoxy, I am describing a politics 
that rejected the liberal integrationism of the War on Poverty and demanded self-determination, community 
control, and autonomy.  See Thomas Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty:  The Forgotten Struggle for Civil 
Rights in the North (New York:  Random House, 2008), 314-315; and Daniel Widener, Black Arts West:  
Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2010), 9. 
13 Speech, Stokely Carmichael, 19 May 1967, Seattle, Washington, Kerner Commission Embargoed Series 
2, Box E7, Folder 13, LBJ Library. 
14 Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement:  Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and 
the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 4. 
15 Luis Alvarez, The Power of the Zoot:  Youth Culture and Resistance During World War II (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 2008), 78. 
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multiracial community configurations challenged both the state’s limited boundaries of 

participation, and more significantly, challenged the entire epistemological foundations 

of race, place, and community that was at the core of War on Poverty governance.  They 

demanded increased community power and authority in the planning and implementation 

of programs, created alternative spaces for political expression and community formation, 

and in many cases, rejected outright the logics of state knowledge formations about race 

and community.  They refused to be contained within the confines of state racial 

formation and institutional knowledges that constructed the racialized urban poor as 

culturally deficient and in need of the palliative effects of programmatic participation.  

Increased political influence in the programs and decisions that affected the communities 

and neighborhoods they lived in was an important and welcome development, to be sure.  

But throughout the War on Poverty’s rollout in cities, individual residents and 

communities rejected its epistemological foundations and instead imagined and 

articulated alternative visions of society and citizenship that placed the burden of 

alleviating racialized urban poverty, not on the communities themselves, but on the 

structures of racism and capitalism that produced the conditions of poverty.  In doing so, 

they exposed the contradictions of liberal citizenship and inclusion and forced federal and 

local officials to reckon with these alternative visions. 

 Second, precisely because institutional knowledges framed poverty at the scale of 

neighborhood and community, government officials placed the burden of responsibility 

on the communities themselves.  Through this politics of inclusion the state strove to 

solve the problems of poverty in America by activating the participatory citizenship of 

communities and residents currently marginalized from positions of power and authority.  
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My inquiry into the Model Cities Program and the broader War on Poverty interventions 

into urban life points to the ways in which individual empowerment—as articulated by 

the federal government—functioned as a strategy of urban governance in a time of 

increased policing and violence in cities.  Analysis of governing through empowerment—

or moving away from our understanding of governance and power as solely coercive—

has critical implications not only for our understanding of the War on Poverty era, but for 

20th century US history and policy history in general.  Indeed, the very logic of “citizen 

participation”—individual and community empowerment, participatory citizenship, and 

self-sufficiency and autonomy—were in themselves strategies of governance; that is 

strategies in which those deemed deficient by the culture of poverty thesis would be 

reshaped and trained into productive citizens.  By empowering Model Neighborhood 

(MN) residents to take ownership and responsibility over the social and physical ills that 

plagued their neighborhoods, federal and local officials hoped to incorporate poor and 

racial minority populations into mainstream networks and institutions whereby they 

became allies in governing the city.   

 I argue here that the politics of inclusion represented the complicated and 

contested nature of participatory democracy.  From the perspective of governmental 

officials and authorities citizen participation served two critical strategic imperatives.  

First, as both contemporaneous accounts and subsequent scholarly works show, by 

including aggrieved residents and communities in the planning and implementation of 

programs that most affected them, officials sought to redirect the oppositional and 

increasingly “unruly” energies of the urban grassroots and absorb them into mainstream 
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political institutions and processes.16  Second, the politics of inclusion also perfectly 

fulfilled the promises of liberal governance that the British sociologist Nikolas Rose 

argues made poor and minority populations allies in governing the city; or made efficient 

the liberal practice of “governing from a distance.”17   Under this formulation, the state 

sought to train and educate subjects into self-governing citizens.  This imperative to 

foster “self-management,” is according to Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, precisely 

what constitutes modern governance.18  Governance, they write, succeeds not through 

punitive regulation from the state, but when those below—the grassroots and 

communities—enact a “management of self-management” on themselves.19  

 Now, it is critical to note that the language of empowerment did not belong only 

to the state.  While certainly the broad War on Poverty apparatus served the strategic 

purposes of government officials, attention must be paid to the ways in which it also 

represented a recognition of the calls and demands from the civil rights establishment and 

Black Power activists for exactly the kinds of influence and authority promised in War on 

Poverty legislation.  In many ways then, the War on Poverty represented a moment in 

which the strategic imperatives of the state and grassroots demands for the fulfillment of 

the promises of participatory democracy clashed head-on.  Just because the demands of 

the urban grassroots were at times absorbed into the operations of municipal governance 

does not mean they lost their revolutionary appeal; in fact these contests reveal how 

                                                
16 See Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public Welfare 
(New York:  Pantheon Books, 1971). 
17 Nikolas Rose, Pat O’Malley and Mariana Valverde, “Governmentality,” The Annual Review of Law and 
Social Science 2, (2006), 89. 
18 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons:  Fugitive Planning and Black Study (New York:  
Autonomedia, 2013), 54-55. 
19 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons:  Fugitive Planning and Black Study (New York:  
Autonomedia, 2013), 55. 
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community and neighborhood demands for recognition and authority forced the state to 

respond in kind.  Indeed, as Robin Kelley has argued we need to move beyond simplistic 

evaluations of social movements in which “success” can only be defined by the 

overthrow of extant hierarchies and structures of power.  If scholars hold all radical social 

movements to this impossible standard, then we will be left with nothing but a 

disconcerting history of perpetual failure.  Instead Kelley urges scholars to appreciate the 

merits of these alternative visions for their bravery and inventiveness in the face of 

intractable structures of inequality and state power.20  Rather than present an either-or 

binary between state hegemony and grassroots revolution, I want to offer a more nuanced 

rendering which centers contestation and the relational nature of power.  Throughout the 

era the demands of the grassroots and the governmental imperatives of the state 

overlapped and diverged in complex ways.   

 Finally, I am concerned with the discursive formations of race, poverty, and 

participation in this 1960s-1970s “moment” and how they changed over time.  From 

Johnson’s 1964 address to the conservative ascendance of Richard Nixon, the 

experiments in citizen participation shifted in important ways.  In its original 

configuration, the War on Poverty and the Model Cities Program delimited the 

boundaries of normative citizenship and participation.  In the early years of the program, 

citizen participation generally referred to community and neighborhood-wide 

participation in the planning and implementation in service-delivery and “cultural” 

programs.  These included job training, education, and a wide array of programs that can 

be characterized as “cultural”—like neighborhood art programs, education of racial and 

                                                
20 Robin D.G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams:  The Black Radical Imagination (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2002). 



 
 

 

16 

ethnic history and culture, and efforts to build a “community” identity and ethic.  The era 

of Nixon and his New Federalism approach to domestic politics marked both a 

continuation and departure from the previous era.  I argue that while the broader promise 

of inclusion and empowerment of the era solidified the expectation of participation, 

Nixon ushered in a new discursive framework of citizen participation that aligned with 

incipient neoliberal political, social, and cultural formations.  Citizen participation under 

Nixon and through the 1970s and beyond shifted the definitions of normative citizenship 

and normative participation more acutely into the economic sphere.  In what I call the 

“economicization” of citizen participation, Nixon’s interventions into urban poverty 

prioritized entrepreneurship and business development as the ideal vision of citizen 

participation in which the state valued participation in activities related to economic 

development over all else.  This shift is critical to understanding both the 1970s and the 

proliferation of personal responsibility discourses that have come to animate our current 

moment. 

 This dissertation draws heavily from federal and city government archives.  While 

some may find this reliance on institutional knowledge problematic, I urge caution.  My 

purpose is not to let institutional pronouncements stand as unexamined truths.  Rather, I 

approach the archive with a critical eye towards uncovering governmental rationalities 

and the ways they produced discursive constructions of race, poverty, and urban space.  

Government archives in this context represent “monuments of state” and knowledge 

production that, according to the anthropologist Ann Stoler, give us insight into “power 
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relations” and “technologies of rule.”21  Reading “with the grain” in this context shows 

the processes through which War on Poverty epistemology constructed poverty as a 

racialized and urban condition and seized on empowerment and inclusion as a strategy of 

governance.  At the same time scholarship emanating from subaltern, post-colonial, and 

post-structural studies have shown, “reading against the archival grain” can recover and 

bring to light moments of resistance and contestation by dispossessed subjects.22  The 

issue of “agency” is a controversial one.  Scholars committed to histories of resistance 

often seek to find and assign agency to non-elite or subaltern subjects.  Yet scholars have 

also pushed against this impulse, by asking a new set of questions about what exactly 

constitutes agency or choice in an environment where an individual’s choices are 

constrained by systems of inequality and oppression.23  In reading government documents 

and reports, I remain attentive to both approaches.  I take seriously the concepts, 

rationalities, and strategies government officials used to exert control over the social 

crises of urban poverty and racial inequality.  At the same time, I search for the silences 

and ruptures that provide insight into the multiple ways grassroots activism and 

oppositional political formations resisted and reimagined the governmental promises of 

inclusion.  

… 

                                                
21 See for example, Ann Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” Archival Science 2, no. 1-
2 (March 2002), 87-90; and Richard Harvey Brown and Beth Davis-Brown, “The Making of Memory:  The 
Politics of Archives, Libraries, and Museums in the Construction of National Knowledge,” History of the 
Human Sciences 11, no. 4, (November, 1998). 
22 See for example, Ranajit Guha, “The Prose of Counter-Insurgency” in Subaltern Studies II:  Writings on 
South Asian History and Society, ed. Ranajit Guha (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1983). 
23 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (London:  MacMillan, 1988); Gyan Prakash, “Subaltern 
Studies as Postcolonial Criticism,” The American Historical Review 99, no. 5 (December 1994); Walter 
Johnson, “On Agency,” Journal of Social History 37, no. 1 (Fall 2003). 
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 The advent of the War on Poverty in many ways represented a “discovery” of 

poverty as a uniquely racialized and urban condition.  But it went further than that; in 

their efforts to understand and diagnose the problems plaguing cities, federal and local 

officials produced poverty as a discursive category that could be understood and 

intervened upon.  Certainly, government officials, academics, and society at large 

recognized the problems of economic want and inequality prior to the War on Poverty.  

But according to the historian, Alice O’Connor, previous studies of poverty were 

“segmented according to categories” related to “maternal and child welfare, old, or 

unemployment.”24  For example, much of New Deal liberalism and the tradition of 

federal investments in social welfare focused on ways to alleviate unemployment and 

provide social security for those unable to work.  Further, the failures of urban renewal in 

the 1940s and 1950s and other piecemeal efforts to aid the poor had failed to 

fundamentally close the gap between the poor and affluent.25  Out of these perceived 

failures, along with the emergent culture of poverty thesis and increasing attention to the 

problems of the poor coming from Michael Harrington’s The Other America in 1962—

which served as a catalyst for officials and sold thousands of copies nationwide—

emerged an intellectual climate in which a comprehensive attack on a newly constructed 

category of poverty began.  The singular focus on poverty as a quantitative and 

qualitative category of knowledge and intervention was novel in the 1960s.   

                                                
24 Alice O’Connnor, Poverty Knowledge:  Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in Twentieth-Century 
U.S. History (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001), 12. 
25 James L. Sundquist, Politics and Policy:  The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Years (Washington 
D.C: The Brookings Institute, 1968), 111-115.  For an excellent treatment of the intellectual traditions that 
underwrote urban renewal and its application, see Samuel Zipp, “The Roots and Routes of Urban 
Renewal,” The Journal of Urban History 39, no. 3 (2012). 
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 In her study of the role of the social sciences and social policy in 20th century 

poverty policy, O’Connor tracks the development of what she terms “poverty 

knowledge” and the ways in which poverty became both a social scientific reality and an 

object of governmental intervention.26  She shows that throughout the early planning 

period, the federal government recruited social scientists and other academics to study the 

causes and effects of poverty.  This body of research produced the set of ideas that were 

at the center of the culture of poverty thesis and became the basis for policy and 

governmental intervention.27  O’Connor’s work demonstrates the ways in which ideas 

about pathology came to be assigned to certain communities and individuals in a highly 

racialized matter.  Yet her focus on academic knowledge does not consider the spatial 

dimensions of the War on Poverty.  Indeed, just as individuals and communities were 

constructed as pathological so too were urban spaces.  I argue that the spatialization of 

poverty sheds light on how the era’s processes of racialization were intimately connected 

to ideas about urban space.  Further, “poverty knowledge” was not created only by 

academics and policy researchers but through the constant negotiation and conflict 

                                                
26 Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge:  Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in Twentieth-Century 
U.S. History (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001). 
27 Through the proliferation of scholarly and journalistic depictions of poverty from Oscar Lewis, Daniel 
Moynihan, and Michael Harrington among others, a new belief in the cultural deprivations of poverty 
began to emerge.  According to Mario Small, David Harding, and Michele Lemont, the poverty research of 
the early 1960s really concerned itself with trying to figure out why communities and individuals coped 
with poverty the ways they did and what strategies they employed to escape it.   Lewis for one, argued in 
1966 that sustained poverty created in itself a set of attitudes, beliefs, and practices and that this “culture of 
poverty” would perpetuate across generations even if the structural conditions that caused it improved.   
Lewis’ formulation identified behavior and psychological traits—not only low economic power—as the 
cultural indicators of poverty.  These included resignation, dependency, a high tolerance for psychological 
pathology of all sorts, and low ego.  See for example Mario Luis Small, David J. Harding, and Michele 
Lamont, “Reconsidering Culture and Poverty,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Sciences, 629, no. 6 (2010), 7-9; and Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge:  Social Science, Social Policy, 
and the Poor in Twentieth-Century U.S. History (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001), 117-118. 



 
 

 

20 

between planners and communities and individuals on the stakes and implications of 

institutional knowledge. 

 This academic interest—along with sensational journalistic renderings of 

Harrington and others—were institutionalized and given legislative weight in 1964.  That 

year, in his address to Congress when he introduced his the poverty program, Johnson 

warned that poverty breeds “despair” and “drains initiative and ambition and energy.”28  

In addition, responding to conservative opposition that a massive poverty program would 

only create dependency, he called for an approach that would empower the poor to 

“develop and use their own capacities, as we have been allowed to develop and use ours, 

so that they can share, as others share, in the promise of our nation.”  But he 

simultaneously constructed the poor as outside the national community, and this nation 

apart represented a potential crisis that needed to be addressed swiftly and 

comprehensively.  He argued that the country’s poor would “produce the welfare 

population, the delinquents and the surplus” of the next generation.29    

 As scholars across the humanities and social sciences have shown, this period of 

study was notable as much for the increasing authority of grassroots community power as 

it was for government-sanctioned inclusionary rhetoric and policy.  In urban centers 

throughout the nation, these demands found expression in varied ways from increased 

participation in poverty programs, to the rejection of liberal inclusion and epistemology, 

to the urban rebellions at the end of the 1960s.30  Throughout “Fighting Poverty 

                                                
28 “Johnson Speech on Poverty,” Legislative Background-Economic Opportunity Act, Box 2, Folder 2, 
Lyndon Baines Johnson Library (Hereafter cited as LBJ Library). 
29 The War on Poverty:  Proposals, ND, RG 381, 1006/A1, Box 3, NARA, CP, 4. 
30 See Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit 
(Princeton University Press, 1996); Steven Gregory, Black Corona:  Race and the Politics of Place in an 
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Together” I explore the relationality of power by illuminating how political officials and 

urban communities and residents battled over the meaning and boundaries of 

participatory democracy.  While the War on Poverty undoubtedly created space for 

cooperative relations between the state and individual citizens and communities, 

grassroots activists and communities never stopped making demands for genuine control 

and authority over the institutions and programs that most affected them.  In three local 

case studies in Seattle, Oakland, and New York, I show how governmental power and 

knowledge was never totalizing.  Residents and community organizations took the 

promise of citizen participation to imagine and articulate its implementation in ways that 

ran counter to the intentions of the state.  In doing so, I show that War on Poverty 

governance was reactive as much as its was proactive; it reacted to and borrowed from 

already existing grassroots political formations whose activism and work predated the 

advent of the program.  Further, the demands for recognition by Asian American and 

Latino activists and residents in these cities refused the erasure of alternative and 

multiracial visions of justice from national debates about race and poverty.  By forging 

alliances both within and outside the War on Poverty apparatus, they drew from existing 

multiracial coalitions and imagined alternative configurations of race outside the 

increasing institutionalization of a binary Black/White racial politics.  Although I focus 

                                                                                                                                            
Urban Community (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1998); Craig Wilder, A Covenant with Color: 
Race and Social Power in Brooklyn (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000); Robert Self, American 
Babylon:  Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2003); 
Rosalyn Baxandall, “The New Politics of Participatory Democracy Viewed Through a Feminist Lens,” in 
The Great Society and the High Tide of Liberalism. ed. Sidney M. Milks and Jerome M. Mileur (Amherst:  
University of Massachusetts Press, 2005), 270-288; Annelise Orleck, Storming Caesar’s Palace:  How 
Black Mothers Fought Their Own War on Poverty (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2005); Kevin Leonard, The 
Battle for Los Angeles:  Racial Ideology and World War II (Albuquerque:  University of New Mexico 
Press, 2006); Daniel Widener, Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  
Duke University Press, 2010). 
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heavily on the construction of War on Poverty epistemology in the first two chapters, this 

dissertation is equally concerned with multiple ways communities appropriated the 

language of the state to imagine alternative configurations of community, justice, and 

political authority.  I also explore the ways in which the urban grassroots leveraged War 

on Poverty programs as a means to achieve control over the institutions in their 

neighborhoods and communities.31   

 This focus on the urban grassroots and its various challenges to government 

orthodoxy is crucial to understand that the trajectory of War on Poverty governance was 

never inevitable.  As historians of social movements have shown, activists often made 

claims for justice using the language of “participatory democracy.”  Indeed, the 

government’s decision to include citizen participation in the War on Poverty was based, 

at least in part, on the successes of civil rights and Black Power activists.  Urban residents 

and communities claimed the entire framework of War on Poverty governance—from 

participatory democracy to “self-help” practices—as their own in ways that pushed 

against the boundaries established by the state.  Dorothy Height, the former president of 

the National Council of Negro Women, wrote in 1989:  “The civil rights movement of the 

1950s and 1960s was perhaps the most extraordinary ‘self-help’ movement in American 

                                                
31 Michael K. Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 
1999), 274.  For example, in her study of the Ford Foundation’s postwar interventions into urban poverty 
the historian Karen Ferguson explores the ways in which the demands of the Black Power movement were 
filtered through the liberal state’s policies and programs targeting poverty. She argues that the Ford 
Foundation, reeling from conservative backlash following its advocacy even before the Brown decision, 
advocated a form of “racial separatism” by focusing attention not on integration, but on the marginalized 
spaces of Black urban communities.  Also by focusing on these “ghetto-based” solutions, the Ford 
Foundation found alliance with growing sentiments emerging out of Black communities.  But because of 
obvious uneven power relations between Black activists and the Foundation’s belief in the “best and 
brightest” ethos of Black uplift, this White liberal vision—which was part and parcel with the absorption of 
radicalism—meant the Ford Foundation’s vision won out.  See Karen Ferguson, Top Down:  The Ford 
Foundation, Black Power, and the Reinvention of Racial Liberalism (Philadelphia:  University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 8-11. 
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history:  self-help mounted under the grave conditions to throw off the yoke of American 

apartheid.”32  Through their dedication and creativity they imagined alternatives, both to 

the actual function and implementation of War on Poverty programs and to 

configurations of race and community outside the purview of governmental mandates.  

They understood, as the historian Barbara Ransby observes, that the often protracted 

process of changing racist and oppressive laws, structures, and institutions required the 

tireless efforts of “oppressed people, ordinary people” who infused “new meanings into 

the concept of democracy.”  They used their “individual and collective power to 

determine their lives and shape the direction of history.”33   

 These myriad confrontations between grassroots communities and War on 

Poverty rationalities reveal the relational and never totalizing nature of political power 

and authority.  Further, attention to these myriad challenges reveals the precarity of War 

on Poverty governance.  Federal and municipal officials seized on participation as 

strategy for the inclusion of previously marginalized and oppositional subjectivities for 

the purposes of social order and equilibrium.  But as Stefano Harney and Fred Moten 

make clear, participation “without respect for the rule of law” and “without submission to 

the rule of expertise” creates a crisis of governance.34  Residents and activists 

continuously challenged the governmental logics and rationalities of the state through the 

articulation of alternative visions of community and belonging that ran counter to War on 

Poverty discourse.  They imagined possibilities for racial and community configurations 

                                                
32 Robin D.G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional!:  Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America (Boston:  
Beacon Press, 1997), 85. 
33 Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement:  A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel 
Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 1. 
34 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons:  Fugitive Planning and Black Study (New York:  
Autonomedia, 2013), 81 
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that refused to accept institutional constructions of neighborhood and community 

produced by the governmental scaling and mapping.  They drew from existing affinities 

based on local knowledge and expertise and challenged the binarization of race in 

America.   

 Finally, this dissertation asks where we should situate the War on Poverty in the 

broader historiography of post-war America.  Ira Katznelson and others point to the 

expansion of Black political participation and situate it within a broader scope of the 

Civil Rights Movement and radical social movements.  In this formulation, the War on 

Poverty created, for a brief moment, unprecedented energy and possibility for racial and 

class equality.35  Scholars in this milieu have tended to evaluate the era’s successes and 

failures based on viewpoint of social movements.  This is certainly appropriate, and I 

show throughout the ways that racialized minority communities made increased claims to 

political power and authority through the program’s promises of citizen participation.  

But, this is only one lens through which to appraise the era.  In addition, I want to urge 

scholars to pay renewed attention to the implications and effects of governmental strategy 

during the era.  Rather than ask, how effectively did the War on Poverty alleviate 

poverty—because it is clear that it did not—we should be asking, how have the strategies 

of liberal governance sustained and taken root in the War on Poverty’s aftermath.  I 

borrow from scholars who have argued that the War on Poverty moment did not represent 

the end of liberalism or the final nail in its coffin; rather, its guiding ethos around 

                                                
35 Ira Katznelson, “Was the Great Society a Lost Opportunity,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal 
Order, 1930-1980, ed. Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 188, 
Robert Halpern, Rebuilding the Inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives in the United States 
(New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 124; Robert Self, American Babylon:  Race and the 
Struggle for Postwar Oakland (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2003); Frank Stricker, Why America 
Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win it (Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 2007). 
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individual responsibility and capacity served as experiments that characterize the age of 

neoliberalism and conservative domestic politics.36 

From the New Deal to the War on Poverty 

 A study of postwar liberalism must recognize both the convergences and 

divergences from the New Deal to the Great Society and its War on Poverty.  This 

historiography is tied up in scholarly discussions about the history of American social 

welfare and governmental interventions into markets and individual lives meant to 

assuage the inequalities caused by unregulated capitalism.37  Some have argued that the 

Great Society was the final bookend of New Deal liberalism.38  They argue that we need 

track a period of the supremacy of a liberalism concerned with inclusion of previously 

marginalized subjects and efforts to alleviate the inequities produced by capitalism that 

began during the New Deal and ended with the fall of Johnson’s vision of a Great 

Society.  In a slightly different vein, the American Studies scholar Nikhil Singh 

periodizes the era from the New Deal through the War on Poverty as what he calls the 
                                                
36 Jason Hackworth, The Neoliberal City:  Governance, Ideology, and Development in American Urbanism 
(Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 2006); Karen Ferguson, Top Down:  The Ford Foundation, Black 
Power, and the Reinvention of Racial Liberalism (Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 
12. 
37 See for example, Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers:  the Political Origins of Social Policy 
in the United States (New York:  Belknap, 1992); Linda Gordon, Pitied But Not Entitled:  Single Mothers 
and the History of Welfare, 1890-1935 (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1994); Alan Brinkley, The 
End of Reform:  New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1995); William 
Novak, The People's Welfare:  Law and Regulation in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Michael K. Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare 
State (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1999); Alice Kessler-Harris, In Pursuit of Equity:  Women, Men, 
and the Quest for Economic Citizenship (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2001); Alyosha Goldstein, 
Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the American Century (Durham:  Duke 
University Press, 2012).  See also the work of the Sociologist Jill Quadango who argues that the War on 
Poverty represented what she calls an “equal-opportunity welfare state”; that is, a social policy that set as 
its primary goal the “pursuit of equality of opportunity” and not necessarily equality of access to jobs and 
upward economic and social mobility.   Jill Quadagno, The Color of Welfare:  How Racism Undermined the 
War on Poverty (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1994), 9. 
38 Sidney M. Milkis, “Lyndon Johnson, the Great Society, and the “Twilight” of the Modern Presidency,” 
in The Great Society and the High Tide of Liberalism, ed. Sidney M. Milkis and Jerome M. Mileur 
(Amherst:  University of Massachusetts Press, 2005), 1-50. 
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“long civil rights era.”39  This is not to suggest that there were not important differences 

between New Deal and Great Society liberalism.  Perhaps the most significant change 

occurred in the shift in focus on class inequality in the 1930s to a project almost wholly 

concerned with the problem of race by the 1960s.40  Indeed, the vexing “labor question” 

of the early twentieth century was subsumed and replaced by concerns about racial 

inequality during the Great Society’s War on Poverty.  The historian Michael Brown 

argues that while there is some truth to that, the Great Society also departed from its 

predecessor by building a “redistributive welfare state.”41  Through the War on Poverty 

and its attendant programs, Great Society liberals sought the redistribution of not only 

money, but political power and authority to the “poor and disadvantaged.”42  However, 

using Steve Fraser’s examination of labor’s demands for “collective bargaining” during 

the New Deal, I argue that “collective bargaining”—or the right for voice and 

participation over those decisions that affect one’s livelihood—reveal the very same 

impulses for citizen participation during the 1960s and early 1970s.43  That is to say as 

much the New Deal era attempted to accommodate poor workers in a period crisis and 

simultaneously create a state apparatus to mediate the stark inequalities produced by 
                                                
39 Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 2004), 6.  In this period, according to Singh, a decades-long commitment to 
Keynesian economics and Black, largely urban movements across the nation took shape. 
40 In 1973 the political scientists J. David Greenstone and Paul Peterson argued that the liberalism of the 
War on Poverty departed from New Deal ideology in at least one significant way.  The War on Poverty 
showed that “race rather than class had become the source of the most intense domestic conflicts’ in 
America.  See Race and Authority in Urban Politics:  Community Participation and the War on Poverty, 
ed. J. David Greenstone and Paul E. Peterson (New York:  Russell Sage Foundation, 1973).  See also Gary 
Gerstle and Steve Fraser, “Introduction” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-1980, ed. Steve 
Fraser and Gary Gerstle (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), ix. 
41 Michael K. Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 
1999), 205. 
42 Michael K. Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 
1999), 206. 
43 See Steve Fraser, “The Labor Question,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-1980, ed. 
Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 61. 



 
 

 

27 

capitalism, it also created a space for increased political participation for those ravaged 

by the Great Depression.  This same impetus was as the center of the War on Poverty.  

 The historian Michael Katz made a similar observation.  He argued that New Deal 

liberalism established a two-tiered social welfare system focused on social insurance and 

public assistance.  This bifurcated apparatus created the historical and discursive 

framework of which Lyndon Johnson was either unable or unwilling to deviate from.  

Rather than attempt more radical approaches that might have included a broad 

redistribution of wealth, guaranteed incomes, or a more fundamental restructuring of 

American capitalism, Johnson operated within these established frameworks.44  Unlike 

the previous era, according to Katz, the War on Poverty ushered in one significant 

addition to the liberal state:  social policy now became a central strategy for “attacking 

the consequences of racism in America.”45 

The War on Poverty drew from a longer trajectory of discourse that tied urban 

poverty to the cultural and moral flaws of the poor dating back to the Progressive era.  

The historian Khalil Muhammad, in his study on the criminalization of African 

Americans in public and scholarly discourse beginning in the 19th century, finds that ideas 

about race and crime and were tied to debates about culture and environment and led to a 

cadre of racial liberals who argued that reform, rather than discipline, could solve critical 

social problems.46   Turn of the century reformers and urbanists like Jacob Riis, Jane 

Addams, and Frederick Law Olmstead viewed urban poverty as a result of both the 

                                                
44 Michael Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse:  A Social History of Welfare in America (New York:  
Basic Books, 1986), 251. 
45 Michael Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse:  A Social History of Welfare in America (New York:  
Basic Books, 1986), 252. 
46 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness:  Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern 
Urban America (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2010), 88-145. 
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defects and moral failings of the poor—laziness, improvidence and intemperance—and 

the “influence of a pernicious urban environment.”47  Reformers sought to control and 

uplift the urban poor by inculcating middle class values and practices into their lives, a 

strain of thought known as “positive environmentalism.”48  War on Poverty architects 

were less concerned with built form and physical structures—hallmarks of urban 

planning—than with the cultural work that accompanied productive community action.  

Many of the ills that plagued cities, they believed, could be solved through training and 

inclusion of the urban poor into sphere of participatory liberalism.   

 Attention to the age of the New Deal is also critical to understanding the War on 

Poverty for the ways that it helped to constitute a coherent set of ideas about the role of 

the state.  The idea of the “the state” is central to my examination of War on Poverty 

governmentality.  The historian Alan Brinkley has argued that the New Deal, beyond 

enacting an “eclectic group of policies and programs,” perhaps more importantly 

produced a “concept of the state” that accepted an expansion of federal responsibility to 

intervene into the inequalities produced by capitalism.49  This state, according to 

                                                
47 Samuel Zipp, “The Roots and Routes of Urban Renewal,” The Journal of Urban History 39, no. 3 
(2012), 368, 
48 Samuel Zipp, “The Roots and Routes of Urban Renewal,” The Journal of Urban History 39, no. 3 
(2012), 369. 
49 Alan Brinkley, “The New Deal and the Idea of the State,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 
1930-1980, ed. Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 85-86.  
Brinkley is quick to note that the notion of a regulatory state that intervenes into the machinations of the 
economic marketplace was in itself not particular novel.  Indeed throughout the nineteenth century, the 
federal state had played a regulatory role in the market in some occasions.  What was new, according to 
Brinkley was a matter of scale and sites of intervention.  If in the past the government had used its spending 
powers to stimulate the economy, it had done so to improve the “productive capacities of the nation” 
through subsidies for roads, bridges, railroads and other forms of infrastructure.  During the New Deal, it 
shifted its focus to fostering consumer health and mass consumption.  It had also, when deemed necessary, 
sought to weaken the power of monopolies.  What the New Deal did was turn its attention away from 
attacking monopolies simply because of their size, and instead sought to intervene into the marketplace 
whenever or wherever it impeded fair competition.  See Brinkley, “The New Deal and the Idea of the 
State,” 91-97. 
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Brinkley, popularized the notion that the government could and should play a 

“regulatory” or “administrative” role over the “behavior of private capitalist 

institutions.”50  It would, through the work of federal bureaucrats, “seize command of 

state institutions, invigorate them, expand their powers when necessary, and make them 

permanent forces in the workings of the marketplace.”51  This is certainly true and in 

what follows I pay particular attention to the federal response to urban poverty and racial 

crisis during my period of study.  However, a definition of the state limited to federal 

officials and bureaucrats is too limiting.  Rather, I take “the state” to include the broad 

array of policies and actors spanning both federal and local governments as well as 

popular discourse in producing institutional knowledges about the causes and impacts of 

racialized urban policy during the 1960s.   

Scholars across various disciplines have in recent years begun to theorize the state 

in more capacious ways.  James C. Scott for example argues that “legibility” is the 

“central problem in statecraft.”52  That is to say, in order for governmental authority to 

function, its subjects must be categorized and made knowable.  In the context of this 

dissertation, the War on Poverty—through its various citizen participation initiatives—

needed to produce a series of “truths” about racialized minority communities in cities 

before it could effectively solve the problems afflicting them.  The historian Margot 

Canaday, in her study of the state’s relationship to homosexuality in the twentieth 

century, explores what she terms “engines” of the state—the various bureaucratic offices 

                                                
50 Alan Brinkley, “The New Deal and the Idea of the State,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 
1930-1980, ed. Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 85-86. 
51 Alan Brinkley, “The New Deal and the Idea of the State,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 
1930-1980, ed. Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 92. 
52 James Scott, Seeing Like a State:  How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 
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that “developed conceptual mastery over what it sought to regulate.”53  To Canaday, “the 

state” then was constituted through its efforts to define and regulate the category of 

homosexuality.  This insight is critical to my work here.  “Fighting Poverty Together” 

explores the ways that a broad array of political actors—from the office of the President 

to local bureaucrats, the media, and residents themselves—defined the category of the 

urban poor in order to manage and regulate its behavior.   

 I also borrow here from the French theorist Michel Foucault and a body of 

scholarship that examines how a broad array of actors—including political officials, 

institutions, bureaucrats, scholars, media, and popular discourse—produced and made 

legible the contours of crisis and conflict and the sites in need of intervention.54  For 

Foucault, the state in this regard, was not a monolith in the figure of the sovereign 

monarch, the law, or the national governmental body.  Rather, “state” practice and 

authority were produced and implemented through what he termed “relations of operation 

and dominance.”55  The relational aspect of the state is critical here.  Borrowing from the 

insights of scholars in Cultural Studies and American Studies, I use the state as the 

assemblage of actors and discursive formations that mediated hierarchies and systemic 

inequality through celebratory deployments of equality and fairness.   

                                                
53 Margot Canaday, The Straight State:  Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2009), 3. 
54 See James Scott, Seeing Like a State:  How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
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America (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2009), Peggy Pascoe, What Comes Naturally:  
Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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In the context of the War on Poverty, the state’s promise that citizen participation 

had the ability to solve the dual problems of racism and poverty posed a false 

equivalency.  Indeed, one of the New Deal’s important legacies is that popularized an 

idea of the state as a “universalizing agent,” that “included racial inequality as a stake” in 

its national project, however disingenuous and contradictory its efforts to achieve it 

were.56  Here the theorizations coming out of American Studies are particularly 

instructive.  This equivalency—the belief that the state represented a citizenry held 

together by common values and access to political authority—belied the reality of 

America as inherently unequal and inequivalent.57  Yet through the various citizen 

participation initiatives of the War on Poverty and the Model Cities Program, the 

American state sought to transform radical and oppositional formations into a new 

category of participatory citizenship.  The interconnectedness of the state and 

participatory citizenship cannot be ignored here.  By recruiting aggrieved racialized 

minority subjects into mainstream political institutions, the state drew strict boundaries of 

practices, ideologies, and political formations that were to be legible and acceptable for 

American citizenship.   

 In what follows, I use the state not as a singular “thing” but as a process and set of 

relations that produced hierarchies of knowledge and power.  I borrow from the 

sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant, who argue that the processes of racial 

formation and stratification take shape through the clash between the state and social 

                                                
56 Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 2004), 66-67. 
57 See Paul Thomas, “State,” in Keywords for American Cultural Studies, ed. Bruce Burgett and Glenn 
Hendler (New York:  New York University Press, 2007). 
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movements.58  However, I take a more expansive view of the state.  Whereas Omi and 

Winant limit state authority to the federal government, I illuminate the role of a wide 

array of political actors that contributed to a body of knowledge about race, urban space, 

and liberal governance.  The various and divergent interventions into urban life might be 

read as performative; through individual speeches, programs, and pieces of planning 

literature, the American state was “proving” its own existence and legitimacy.59  It was in 

the process of producing itself as the most legitimate and legible authority on race and 

urban life.60  Throughout the dissertation, I explore the myriad ways the state sought to 

produce a legibility of urban subjects through social scientific study and other forms of 

information gathering campaigns.  At the same time, I remain attentive to the ways that 

its authority and legitimacy was constantly produced and contested through its conflicts 

with grassroots community power.   

Making Race in the City  

 The intertwined relationship between knowledge formation, racialization, and 

urban space is central to this study.61  Indeed, excavating the ways that public officials, 

social scientists, and broad segments of society came to see the city as a place where race 

was made and re-made is central to my analysis and I argue that the era’s interventions 

into urban life represented a form of spatial governmentality.  Whether through turn of 

                                                
58 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States:  From the 1960s to the 1990s 
(New York:  Routledge, 1986), 78. 
59 Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 2004), 204. 
60 For a meditation on the processes of legitimation of normative categories, see Stefano Harney and Fred 
Moten, The Undercommons:  Fugitive Planning and Black Study (New York:  Autonomedia, 2013), 36. 
61 My understanding of racialization and the processes of racial formation are influenced by the seminal 
work of the sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant.  The define racial formation as the 
“sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed.  See 
Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States:  From the 1960s to the 1990s 
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the century “slumming” crazes, sociological observation, government action, or media 

reportage, this racialized urban gaze constituted the discursive foundation that preceded 

and informed War on Poverty epistemology.  While certainly a consequence of the 

unique context of the 1960s, it cannot be understood separate from this longer trajectory.  

Beginning with W.E.B. Du Bois and his community study of the African American 

Seventh Ward in Philadelphia in 1899, to Robert Park and Ernest Burgess at the Chicago 

School of sociological research, and continuing today, scholars have long identified the 

city as a critical site of race-making in America.62  To be sure, this is not meant to 

conflate all scholarship interested in race and the city with the Chicago School; to the 

contrary, scholars have done important work that challenges and rejects the essentialism 

of Park and his colleagues.  Rather this historical trajectory reflects the importance of the 

city as a critical analytical terrain upon which “race has been spatialized and space 

racialized.”63   

 At the turn of the twentieth century, the concurrent processes of urbanization and 

(im)migration changed the ethnic and racial composition of the country, and cities soon 

                                                
62 See for example Lilia Fernandez, “Urban History and the Construction of Social Difference,” Journal of 
Urban History 9 April 2015, DOI:  10.1177/009614421557938; Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The 
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Nightlife, 1885-1940 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2009); Luis Alvarez, The Power of the Zoot:  
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University of California Press, 2001); Matthew Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color:  European 
Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Harvard:  Harvard University Press, 1999); David Roediger, Wages 
of Whiteness:  Race and the Making of the Modern Working Class (New York:  Verso, 1999); Robin D.G. 
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1997); Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit 
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Apartheid:  Segregation and the Making of the Underclass (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1993); 
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became sites of fascination and fear for academics, politicians, and middle-class and 

wealth White Americans.  These structural and demographic shifts produced a discursive 

racial geography that defined race using spatial markers.64  Scholars in the humanities 

and social sciences have long explored how categorizing and giving meaning to “race” as 

a category marking difference has been an unstable, shifting process in American history 

as well.65  Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, political officials, 

academics, and media used and abandoned a hodgepodge of criteria including “color,” 

national origin, biology, culture, and the law in their efforts to define racial categories.66  

In the post World War II period, as the historian Thomas Sugrue has shown, the mutually 

constitutive processes of White suburbanization, municipal disinvestment, and economic 

and housing segregation left non-White communities—predominately Black—confined 

in dilapidating cities and solidified the discursive association between urban space and 

racialized pathology.  This has immense implications because as the historian Robin 

Kelley has argued, “once culture is seen as a static, measurable thing” it becomes easy to 

“cast black people as pathological products of broken families, broken economies, and/or 
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broken communities.”67  These economic and political processes that led to the massive 

growth of new White suburbs and kept African Americans confined to decaying urban 

centers produced and “reinforced perceptions of race” as immutable, natural justifications 

for racial inequality and segregation.68   

 Naturally, much of the scholarly work on race-making in the city has focused on 

these two periods.  However, we have not really thought about the War on Poverty-era in 

this way.  This is somewhat curious since the 1960s were a crucial moment in which 

poverty became synonymous with multiethnic and Black urban neighborhoods.  My 

analysis shows how an assemblage of actors within and outside the federal government 

drew from both inherited knowledge formations and the specific context of the era to 

produce an epistemology that pathologized racialized minority culture in urban space.  

Even though cities across the nation had sizable Asian and Latino communities, policy 

makers fixed their focus on (mostly) Black urban spaces.  My analysis explores the 

knowledge formations and rationalities that increasingly came to associate urban space 

with Blackness.  However, because of this inherited knowledge—which constructed race 

into discrete, fixed categories—War on Poverty planners were ill equipped to understand 

the myriad multiethnic and multiracial neighborhood and community formations in target 

areas.  As such, these alternative configurations of community challenged not only War 

on Poverty governance, but also the dominant racial discourses in America.  Their 
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fluidity, contingency, and relationality refused to be contained by the fixity of 

essentialized notions of race and community.69   

 Park and the Chicago School were seminal to the conflation of racial formation 

and urban space and have informed the way that academics, politicians, and the public 

have thought and talked about race since.  In 1924 Park enlisted a team of social 

scientists and together, they began work on the seminal research project, the Survey of 

Race Relations, in which they conducted ethnographic observation and surveys of 

immigrant and racialized minority life in American cities.70  One of their central 

contributions was to discursively order cities into discrete, easily observable and fixed 

spaces.71  Indeed, according to the sociologist Sudhir Venkatesh, these fixed scales of 

urban knowledge have withstood the test of time and continue to dominate our 

contemporary discourse.  They demarcated individual neighborhoods based on the 

existence of “natural” communities rather than other possible criteria including sanitation 

zones, railroad lines, or political wards to name just a few.72  In its earliest iterations then, 

the Chicago School mapped urban space according to its understanding of fixed 

“community.”  But the knowledge formations of the Chicago School sociologists 

contained a fundamental paradox:  they claimed to be describing urban spaces but they 

were actually prescribing their boundaries, communities, and cultures.73   

                                                
69 On contingency and relationality, I borrow from the historian Laura Tabili, “Race is a Relationship, Not a 
Thing,” Journal of Social History 37, no. 1 (2003), 125. 
70 Henry Yu, Thinking Orientals:  Migration, Contact, and Exoticism in Modern America (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 31. 
71 Sudhir Venkatesh, “Chicago’s Pragmatic Planners:  American Sociology and the Myth of Community,” 
Social Science History 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001), 276. 
72 Sudhir Venkatesh, “Chicago’s Pragmatic Planners:  American Sociology and the Myth of Community,” 
Social Science History 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001), 284. 
73 Sudhir Venkatesh, “Chicago’s Pragmatic Planners:  American Sociology and the Myth of Community,” 
Social Science History 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001), 277. 
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 The Chicago School researchers connected their interest in urban space with a 

close analysis of what they referred to as “race relations” into a singular theory:  the race 

relations cycle.  Park argued that ethnic immigrants and racialized minorities underwent 

four stages of adjustment:  contact, conflict, accommodation, and assimilation.74  This 

framework, which attempted to describe the stages from outsider to insider status, offered 

a teleological narrative of progress for racialized and ethnic outsiders.  It also offered its 

readers a universal theory of human interaction.  Whether between “American Negroes,” 

“American Whites,” or the myriad European and Asian immigrants, Park and his 

colleagues argued the race relations cycle explained race relations in American cities. 

 The teleological, linear, and relational aspects of Chicago School sociological 

research had critical implications for national understandings about race and 

governmental interventions into urban life and were at the center of War on Poverty 

epistemology.  Federal officials, planners, and academics tasked with developing the 

program drew heavily from this intellectual history.  First, they assumed the city itself 

was the primary the site of racial formation and conflict.  In the planning and 

implementation stages, they described city life using essentialized categories of race and 

culture.  The practice of mapping race and space—so central to both the discursive and 

physical scaling of poverty and Model Neighborhoods—had its antecedent in 1920s 

Chicago School urban sociology.75  War on Poverty planners argued that the absence of 

functional community was one of the fundamental causes of poverty and inequality, a 

problem they associated with African Americans and the culture of poverty.  However, 
                                                
74 Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement:  Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and 
the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 30. 
75 Henry Yu, Thinking Orientals:  Migration, Contact, and Exoticism in Modern America (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 47. 
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based on their faith in teleological assimilation, they were optimistic that the creation and 

activation of normative citizenship and community life was the key to economic and 

social uplift.  Indeed, War on Poverty epistemology was built on this fundamentally 

flawed logic:  that poverty was the result of cultural dysfunction in Black urban 

communities and increased opportunities for participatory citizenship—not a national 

reckoning with structural and institutional racism—were the key to its alleviation. 

Model Cities Historiography 

 There has been a flowering of scholarly attention to the relationship between 

urban policy and the government’s efforts to absorb marginalized communities into the 

operations of government.76  Scholarship on the Progressive era, for example, notes the 

myriad ways that individuals “became mobilized and integrated into relations with the 

state” for civic citizenship.77  Indeed, as Khalil Muhammad notes, cities and urban life 

have been the “universally accepted proving ground of African American fitness for 

citizenship in modern America.”78  Yet whether interested in the regulatory effects of 

urban infrastructure like sewers and streetlights, urban parks or recreational facilities like 

athletic fields and stadiums, few studies have yet explored the Model Cities Program 

                                                
76 See for example, Stuart Hall, Chas Critcher, Tony Jefferson, and Brian Roberts, Policing the Crisis:  
Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London:  MacMillan Press, 1978); James C. Scott, Seeing Like a 
State:  How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven:  Yale University 
Press, 1998); Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom:  Reframing Political Thought (Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press, 1999); Patrick Joyce, The Rule of Freedom:  Liberalism and the Modern City (New York:  
Verso, 2003); and Robert Fairbanks, The War on Slums in the Southwest:  Public Housing and Slum 
Clearance in Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico, 1936-1965 (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 2014). 
77 Philip Ethington, The Public City:  The Political Construction of Urban Life in San Francisco, 1850-
1900 (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1994), 346.  See also, Robin Bachin, Building the South 
Side:  Urban Space and Civic Culture in Chicago, 1890-1919 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 
2004); and Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown 
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2001). 
78 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness:  Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern 
Urban America (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2010), 105. 
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within this longer history of regulatory strategies in American cities.  While interested 

primarily in War On Poverty initiatives and Model City planning, this dissertation 

contributes to this existing body of literature while illuminating the role of the federal 

government in an understudied aspect of American urban policy.   

 This research gives the Model Cities Program the sustained and comprehensive 

attention it deserves.  Studies that do address it tend to move in three different directions.  

First, scholars situate as part of a declension narrative of the failures of the War on 

Poverty and liberalism.79  On the other hand, others view it in the context of grassroots 

social movements.  Under this conceptualization, the failures of the program’s promise of 

citizen participation was a “final betrayal that reconfirmed inner city neighborhood 

marginality that left few helpful programs in its wake.”80  When read this way, Model 

Cities becomes another social movement stifled by an unresponsive state apparatus.  Still 

others argue that in spite of its shortcomings, the program did indeed create opportunities 

for activists and new opportunities for previously neglected individuals and communities 

to gain access to local politics and participatory democracy.81  While the extant 

intellectual trajectories have merit, these approaches fail to adequately confront the 

broader governing logics of the program.  There are however a number of scholars whose 

work on liberalism and governance recognize the ways in which government-sponsored 

                                                
79 See The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 1996) and Robert Self, American Babylon:  Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2003). 
80 Robert Halpern, Rebuilding the Inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives in the United States 
(New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 124; Irene V. Holliman, “From Crackertown to Model 
City?:  Urban Renewal and Community Building in Atlanta, 1963-1966,” The Journal of Urban History 35, 
no. 3 (March 2009). 
81 See for example, Robert Bauman, Race and the War on Poverty:  From Watts to East L.A. (Norman:  
University of Oklahoma Press, 2008); and The War on Poverty:  A New Grassroots History, 1964-1960, ed. 
Annalise Orleck and Lisa Gayle Hazirjian (Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 2011). 
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empowerment programs function as a strategy to absorb and appropriate conflicts into a 

celebratory apparatus of multiculturalism and diversity.82  Neither a planning failure nor a 

disappointing social movement, this dissertation demonstrates the Model Cities Program 

is a productive site of inquiry precisely because its logics and governmental processes 

reveal the trajectories of citizen participation governance that have proliferated from the 

1970s into the twenty-first century. 

 The Model Cities Program is also a productive site of inquiry for its periodization.  

As numerous scholars have demonstrated, American economic policy underwent a shift 

from the era Keynesian “liberal egalitarianism” characterized by government spending on 

social welfare and infrastructure to a neoliberal rationality in which the state surrendered 

its responsibility for social welfare and turned instead to the capitalist marketplace 

beginning in the 1970s.83  This, coupled with a novel and increasingly naturalized public-

private cooperation under the principles of neoliberal policy, led to a massive 

governmental disinvestment in urban centers.84  Neoliberal economic policies were also 

buttressed by a new cultural imperative that rejected Keynesian egalitarianism in favor of 

a new celebration of competition, equality, market discipline, public austerity and law 

and order.  Yet as scholars have shown, the rhetoric of personal responsibility and 

individual initiative that holds together neoliberal ideology obscures the “upwardly 

                                                
82 Daniel Widener, Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  Duke 
University Press, 2010); Barbara Cruikshank, The Will to Empower:  Democratic Citizens and Other 
Subjects (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1999). 
83 Keynesian egalitarianism refers to a strand of liberalism in which the state, while still concerned with 
protecting individual freedoms, recognizes the imperative for state intervention in social welfare.  See 
Jason Hackworth, The Neoliberal City:  Governance, Ideology, and Development in American Urbanism 
(Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 2007), 6. 
84 Neil Smith, Uneven Development:  Nature, Capital and the Production of Space (Oxford:  Basil 
Blackwell, 1984), 150; Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom:  Reframing Political Thought (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 142-145; Jason Hackworth, The Neoliberal City:  Governance, 
Ideology, and Development in American Urbanism (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 2007), 9-26. 
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redistributive impetus” of the neoliberal age.85  Using this chronology, I argue that rather 

than view the Model Cities Program as the final gasp of liberal social welfare policy 

before a conservative rollback of government subsidies for infrastructure and social 

welfare, we should instead consider the individualizing and community empowerment 

tendencies of citizen participation as a training ground for incipient neoliberal 

rationalities that have become normalized in our current moment. 

 Participatory Democracy and the Problem of Liberal Governance 

 According to the sociologist Barbara Cruikshank, in a democracy, citizenship and 

self-government are often described as solutions to social problems like poverty and 

political apathy.  She argues however, democratic citizenship and its attendant 

participatory impulse is less “a solution to political problems than a strategy of 

government.”86  Through what she calls “technologies of citizenship,” discrete subjects 

are transformed into politically capable self-governing citizens.  Technologies of 

citizenship and the politics of empowerment reveal the multiple ways in which citizens 

“are not born; they are made”—produced through freedom while still constrained by the 

boundaries of expectations and discourses of normativity.  That is to say, discourses of 

self-help and participation during the War on Poverty did not occur outside of the 

regulatory aspects of the state, but were produced within it.  Democratic citizenship in 

this case, did not mean total freedom and emancipation from power, but rather 

constituted the functional operation of power.   

                                                
85 Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality?:  Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics and the Attack on Democracy 
(Boston:  Beacon Press, 2003), 15. 
86 Barbara Cruikshank, The Will to Empower:  Democratic Citizens and Other Subjects (Ithaca:  Cornell 
University Press, 1999), 1. 
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 Scholarly attention to the strategic and governmental implications of participatory 

liberalism in cities are not entirely novel.  Indeed, going back to 1940, the historian 

Arthur Schlesinger, in his effort to revise Frederick Jackson Turner’s more agrarian 

vision of American history, argued that cities were sites where “training in collective 

action took place.”87  But sustained scholarly attention to the role of the state in 

regulating behavior through inclusionary policy did not really come until the 1971 

publication of the landmark study, Regulating the Poor, by the sociologists Frances Fox 

Piven and Richard Cloward.  They argued that throughout the 20th century “expansive 

relief policies” for the poor were “designed to mute civil disorder.”88  They further 

contended that “federal intervention had the effect of absorbing and directing many of 

agitational elements of the black population.”89  In order to “reach, placate, and integrate 

a turbulent black constituency” the federal government enacted this array of programs 

with participatory citizenship at the center.90  The further argued that the defining 

characteristic of the War on Poverty era was the “direct relationship between the national 

government and the ghettoes, a relationship in which both state and local governments 

were undercut.”91  This direct relationship that the federal government hoped to foster 

                                                
87 Arthur Schlesinger, “The City in American History,” The Mississippi Historical Review 27, no. 1 (June 
1940), 46. 
88 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public Welfare (New 
York:  Pantheon Books, 1971), xiii. 
89 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public Welfare (New 
York:  Pantheon Books, 1971), 276. 
90 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public Welfare (New 
York:  Pantheon Books, 1971), 281. 
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through community action agencies and local poverty boards reflected a growing sense 

that established urban and municipal politics were unable to contain and manage crisis.92   

 Here I draw from Michel Foucault’s work on governmentality, or the “conduct of 

conduct”—the rationalities and tactics used to guide and direct others and the self.  Under 

this conceptualization, to govern is different than to dominate.  Power, rather than being 

repressive can also be productive.  It creates the conditions upon which it can produce 

productive and efficient lives.  In his reading of Foucauldian governmentality the 

sociologist Nikolas Rose writes that to “govern is to recognize the capacity for action and 

to adjust oneself to it.”93  In other words, the goal of governance is not to crush or 

dominate, but acknowledge the capacity of individuals and channel it for the objectives of 

citizenship and society.  The political theorist Wendy Brown makes similar observations 

and illuminates the central paradox of emancipatory politics under liberal regimes.  

Through a discourse of rights and freedoms, state power can and does appropriate 

grassroots demands while discarding and negating those deemed too radical or 

subversive.94  This was certainly true during the age of the War on Poverty.  The 

fundamental conflict between grassroots demands for political authority and the myriad 

citizen participation programs was the degree to which these demands could be absorbed 

into the operations of municipal governance.  The fundamental question for state officials 

was whose demands for recognition and authority aided the state’s goals of harmony and 

efficiency and whose demands posed threats to the national centers of power.  When read 

                                                
92 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public Welfare (New 
York:  Pantheon Books, 1971), 262. 
93 Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom:  Reframing Political Thought (Cambridge:  Cambridge University 
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this way, the strategic governing aspects of the War on Poverty become clear.  Through 

community action and inclusion, the federal government recruited and employed its most 

disaffected citizens to become allies in governing themselves, so long as they followed 

the prescribed bounds of liberal citizenship.  

  In “Fighting Poverty Together” I use Foucault’s theorizations of governmentality 

not just as a framing device, but in order to theorize the particularities of War on Poverty 

governance.  War on Poverty administrators at the national and local levels understood 

urban poverty through the lens of race and culture, and through the planning and 

implementation phases of the program, they fixed and collapsed ideas about race and 

culture as natural.  These rationalities underwrote the entirety of War on Poverty 

governmentality as officials focused on the behaviors and political formations of target 

communities.  Their belief in the productive potentialities of self-help were premised on 

the assumption that target area communities would self-help their way out of poverty and 

in turn satisfy the state’s need to manage crisis and foster harmony.  This War on Poverty 

governmentality expressed itself through the deployment of the tenets of democracy and 

citizenship—and the potentialities of the productive capacities of the free, autonomous 

individual—as its central strategy of governance. 

 This framing—that the politics of inclusion and the celebratory deployment of 

citizen participation served to manage and regulate crisis—has spawned a generation of 

scholarship on the War on Poverty era.  The American Studies scholar Alyosha Goldstein 

has been among the leading voices in this new generation of War on Poverty scholarship.  

His work, which draws attention to Native American, African American, and Puerto 

Rican grassroots activists in their efforts to make claims to political authority through the 
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promises of citizen participation is particularly instructive.95    In particular Goldstein 

illuminates how the category of “community” was a critical discursive terrain upon which 

both governmental officials and citizens made claims.  Agents of the War on Poverty 

state defined “community” through the “institutional norms and social forms” of 

mainstream politics, and as such, the politics of inclusion served as an “instrument of 

disciplinary remediation and normative recognition.”96  The cultural critic Miranda 

Joseph has also pointed to the inherent disciplinary rationalities of community.  She 

argues that communities have often been “constituted in relation to internal and external 

enemies and that these defining others are then elided, excluded, or actively repressed.”97  

Thus, community can universalize sameness while simultaneously eradicating difference 

in ways that “presuppose” and “preserve” social hierarchies.98  War on Poverty planners 

and municipal officials deployed community as a means to produce collective ties 

characterized by racial and spatial homogeneity that functioned effectively within 

established state institutions.  At the same time, they marked the myriad neighborhood 

and political collectivities that challenged or rejected the state’s terms of inclusion as 

demonized enemies outside the boundaries of civic membership and belonging.     

 In a slightly different thematic focus, the American Studies scholar Christine 

Hanhardt’s exploration of the era also examines the tensions between the oppositional 

politics of the insurgent LBGT movement of the late 1960s and 1970s and the politics of 
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inclusion—which she refers to as “partnership solutions”—advocated by policy makers, 

politicians, and the police.99  Much like some African American urban residents 

throughout the era, a cadre of LGBT activists also sought recognition, remediation, and 

legitimacy through what Hanhardt calls the “expanded role of proper citizen”—the 

normative category of citizenship based on participation within established political and 

social networks.100  Indeed many LGBT activist organizations in this period framed their 

calls for participation in the War on Poverty using the same discursive renderings of 

poverty associated with racialized minorities in urban neighborhoods.  By arguing that 

they too were victims of “health problems, limited housing opportunities, unemployment, 

inadequate education…and police brutality” LGBT activists in cities like San Francisco 

and New York demanded recognition from the state.101  

 These studies have developed and applied new analytics to the operations of 

power.102  Borrowing from postcolonial and governmentality studies scholars have 

shifted away from viewing power as solely coercive and punitive.  When planners and 

officials pursued strategies that empowered previously dispossessed subjects into 

normative participatory citizens, they were not freeing the disempowered from power; 

instead they created new relations and subjectivities that reconfigured the sites of 

authority onto the individuals and populations they sought to manage and regulate.103  

                                                
99 Christine Hanhardt, Safe Space:  Gay Neighborhood History and the Politics of Violence (Durham:  
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102 See Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the American 
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But the inverse of the process was true as well, as communities and residents acted in 

ways that pushed against the boundaries of participation established by the state.  

Throughout the nation, residents, community organizations, and activists were active on 

multiple fronts, both pressuring the state for increased recognition and authority and 

imagining forms of justice and equality that did not rely on government programs.  These 

collectivities often preceded the advent of the War on Poverty and Model Cities, and they 

were quick to use the language of community authority and participatory democracy to 

challenge the limited boundaries of inclusion.   

 These challenges represented a fundamental crisis of governance for the War on 

Poverty state.  Throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s in cities across the nation, the 

very communities government officials hoped to mollify and absorb rejected the 

legitimacy of the federal and local governments and imagined forms of participatory 

citizenship and community power that refused to be contained by state orthodoxy.  

Stokely Carmichael, in a 1968 radio interview articulated a damning critique of the 

spatial and racialized logics of community deployed by the War on Poverty state.  

Responding to a question about the ties that bound the Black community, Carmichael 
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Liberalism, Neo-Liberalism and Rationalities of Government, ed. Andrew Barry, Thomas Osborn, and 
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said, “for black people the question of community is not geography.”  Rather community 

was based on the shared experience of institutionalized racism and inequality.  To 

Carmichael, the “where” of community was less important:  “It doesn’t make a difference 

where its located, if its in Washington, D.C., if its in Harlem, if its in Southside Chicago, 

if its in Watts in Los Angeles, wherever the brothers are” is what made community.104  He 

further articulated a kind of community that spanned beyond the borders of the American 

nation-state, claiming solidarity with Black people in the West Indies, Africa, and Latin 

America.  The varied actions and rhetorical pronouncements of activists “encouraged by 

the promise of overcoming poverty and disenfranchisement, but reluctant to settle for 

reformist compromise,” represented from the perspective of the state, what Goldstein 

calls a “surplus of inclusion.”105  In my discussions of Seattle, New York, and Oakland I 

point to the ways in which the state both sought to produce normative citizenship and 

contain the varied alternative and heterogeneous configurations of collective belonging 

and action.  

 As both political ideology and a theoretical concept, liberalism offers scholars a 

vantage point into the operations of power under discourses of individual freedom, justice 

and empowerment and is one of the central animating analytics of this study.  Liberalism 

brings together a set of ideas about individual autonomy and the responsibility of 

governments to protect the freedom and rights of the individual.106  These ideas, from 
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John Locke to Thomas Jefferson, are fundamental to the mythology of American national 

identity and exceptionalism.  But the central tenets of liberalism in the American tradition 

have historically been used to both promote American exceptionalism as well as mask the 

paradoxes and contradictions inherent in liberal-democratic society under capitalism and 

other forms of exploitation and exclusion.107  Indeed, as the histories of the exclusion of 

propertyless, enslaved peoples, women, indigenous Americans, other racialized 

communities, and gay and lesbian peoples has shown, the contradictions between 

exclusion and the seemingly universal logics of inclusion under liberalism remain a 

central problematic of inquiry.  According to the cultural critic Lisa Lowe, the seeming 

contradictions of liberalism and democracy in America are not paradoxical but are 

actually constitutive of the nation’s ideology.  She writes:  “American culture is a 

democratic terrain to which every variety of constituency has equal access and in which 

all are represented, while simultaneously masking the existence of exclusion by 

recuperating dissent, conflict, and otherness through the promise of inclusion.”108  The 

political philosopher Uday Mehta notes this fundamental paradox and argues that at its 

core, there are exclusionary elements embedded in liberal universalism.  The “universal” 

rights granted under liberalism ascribe certain “capacities” to “human nature” and those 
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capacities establish the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion under which liberalism is 

built.109   

 Throughout America’s history, state authorities used this presumed lack of 

capacity or competence of racialized minority subjects to naturalize their exclusion from 

the full exercise of liberal citizenship.  War on Poverty governance functioned within this 

tradition.  Program planners argued that only through training in the “proper” exercise of 

participatory citizenship could the racialized urban poor be granted the rights of civic 

membership.  Indeed, the era’s governing rationalities were aimed at transforming radical 

and oppositional subjects into cooperative, participatory citizens.  As such, throughout the 

dissertation I take on this paradox to explore the multivalent deployments of liberalism 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s in American urban policy.  I further explore the ways in 

which the supposedly emancipatory and purportedly universalistic notions of freedom 

and individual sovereignty erected boundaries of normative citizenship while 

simultaneously disciplining alternative community and political formations that rejected 

the logic of the state.  At the same time, activists and communities in American cities 

appropriated the language of rights and autonomy to challenge the legitimacy of the state 

and make multivalent claims to belonging and authority.  The various contests and 

struggles during this period puts into question who has the ultimate authority to make 

claims to citizenship and democracy.  Did the state have monopoly over the meanings 

and boundaries of democracy, or was it the people—in their various community 

configurations—who charted the trajectory of democratic citizenship?     
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 “Fighting Poverty Together” then, takes liberalism and its celebration of the 

individual capacities and the state’s role in protecting and promoting freedoms and justice 

as a starting point.  However, my purpose is not at all an uncritical celebration of 

American exceptionalism in its projection of liberal democracy.  Neither is it, however, to 

argue that liberalism is a canard, a conspiracy enacted by government officials to 

suppress and mask the fundamental contradictions and inequalities in America.  Under 

this latter formulation, scholars are bound by the need to privilege the intentionality of 

individual government authorities to prove their deceptions against disempowered 

subjects.  Instead, while acknowledging that intentionality matters to a degree, I examine 

how the participatory requirements of the War on Poverty established a discursive 

schema that established the boundaries of normative political subjectivity that promised 

to assimilate acceptable behaviors and political formations while simultaneously 

condemning those whose refusals marked them as outsiders undeserving of the rights of 

citizenship.  In this way, the very tenets of liberalism—participatory democracy, 

individual autonomy and authority, and justice and freedom—were the essential 

battlegrounds of the era.  

… 

 Finally, I want to briefly mention that the spatial and participatory logics of War 

on Poverty governance were not limited solely to domestic issues.  The war in Vietnam, 

perhaps more than anything else, equaled or eclipsed the crises of urban poverty and 

racial tension in America.  The parallels between the rationalities of War on Poverty 

governmentality and the country’s military excursions into Southeast Asia deserves some 

consideration.  Throughout the late 1960s, radical Black, Asian, and Latino activists 
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inveighed against Vietnam War and drew parallels between America’s treatment of its 

racialized minority citizens and colonized peoples abroad.110  They also exposed the 

disproportionate burden of African American soldiers in the war effort:  by the end of 

1965, although they made up only 11% of the population, their death rate in Vietnam 

neared 25%.111  Just as activists and communities drew analogies between their struggle 

in America with colonial subjects in Southeast Asia, so too did American policy makers 

adopt similar strategies of governance.  The processes of mapping, quantification, and 

cataloging of target populations and spaces took root in America’s war in Vietnam as 

well.   

In its support of the Ngo Dinh Diem’s Strategic Hamlet Program, American 

policy makers drew from the same “community development” and racialized paradigms 

that were at the center of War on Poverty governance.  This spatial governmentality was 

based on the belief that populations could be catalogued and managed in bounded, 

knowable spaces. The political scientists Lucian Pye, who advised the Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations on counter-insurgency, argued that the key to pacifying and 

appropriating insurgency was to “expand structure[s]” into the spaces where oppositional 

                                                
110 See Laura Pulido, Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left:  Radical Activism in Los Angeles (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 2006); Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished 
Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2004); Lorena Oropeza, Raza Si! Guerro 
No!:  Chicano Protest and Patriotism During the Viet Nam War Era (Berkeley:  University of California 
Press, 2005); Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the 
American Century (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2012); Donna Murch, Living For the City:  
Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Daniel Lucks, Selma to Saigon:  The Civil Rights Movement and 
the Vietnam War (Lexington:  University Press of Kentucky, 2014). 
111 Daniel Lucks, Selma to Saigon:  The Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War (Lexington:  
University Press of Kentucky, 2014), 136. 



 
 

 

53 

formations were quickly gaining momentum.112  Attention to the Strategic Hamlet 

Program illuminates the state’s faith in processes of liberal governance as a critical 

strategy to manage radical oppositionality at home and military insurgency abroad in 

ways that were always spatially constructed.  Goldstein gestures to these analogous 

governmental strategies and suggests that the same impulses to pacify urban rebellions 

took root in counter-insurgency measures in Vietnam.113  As the historian Michael 

Latham notes, American policy makers knew very little about Vietnam in the immediate 

aftermath of World War II and relied on the works of French scholars, colonial officials, 

and journalist to form their understanding of the country and broader region.  These 

colonial knowledge formations emphasized the supposedly natural distinctions between 

the “backward nature of non-white” societies and Western modernity.114  There is much 

left for scholars to explore, and though it is beyond the scope of this project, I want to 

briefly gesture to the ways that the dual processes of spatialization and racialization that 

characterized American governmental rationalities were applied within the broader 

matrix of Cold War international conflict. 

 Beginning in 1957 Diem adopted a series of programs to isolate South Vietnam’s 

rural peasantry from communist-inspired, anti-Diem insurgents, in particular the National 

Liberation Front (NLF).  Beginning with “agrovilles” and “model settlements,” which 

separated and fortified thousands of rural settlements, Diem produced new physical 

spaces as part of his effort to defeat armed insurgencies.  The program involved the 

                                                
112 Michael Latham, “Redirecting the Revolution?:  The USA and the Failures of Nation-Building in South 
Vietnam,” Third World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006), 34. 
113 Alyson Goldstein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the American 
Century (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2012), 117. 
114 Michael Latham, “Redirecting the Revolution?:  The USA and the Failures of Nation-Building in South 
Vietnam,” Third World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006), 29. 
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relocation—often at gunpoint—of tens of thousands of Vietnamese farmers, 

decommissioned soldiers, and “freed” political prisoners to newly-developed land 

development centers on uncultivated or abandoned lands in the Mekong Delta region.  

These varied efforts coalesced into the creation of the US-backed Strategic Hamlet 

Program in March 1962.115  For Diem and American officials, the program served 

another critical purpose beyond security and counter-insurgency.  They believed the 

program could inculcate an ethic of communitarian identity and responsibility in the 

South Vietnamese people.  Indeed, they hoped that the “needs of the state could be 

satisfied by generating a desire among the people to do what was necessary for the 

common good” and that the newly-formed “spirit of self-sacrifice and group solidarity” 

would assist the state’s efforts to defeat the North Vietnamese and modernize Vietnamese 

society.116   The strategic hamlets were according to Diem, critical to establishing a 

“democratic infrastructure” among inhabitants.117  According to the historian Philip 

Catton, Diem and his American advisors strove to transform the “passive” loyalty of the 

South Vietnamese people into “active” participants in the national project.118  This 

process was very much in tune with American policy makers and social sciences who 

believed that transforming “traditional peasants” into “modern citizens” was the key to 

victory in Southeast Asia.119  In order to inculcate the values of active citizenship and 

loyalty to Diem’s nation-building project, American officials deployed “civic action 
                                                
115 Marilyn Young, The Vietnam Wars:  1945-1990 (New York:  HarperCollins, 1991), 82. 
116 Philip Catton, “Counter-Insurgency and Nation-Building:  The Strategic Hamlet Programme in South 
Vietnam, 1961-1963,” The International History Review 21, no. 4 (December 1999), 920. 
117 Philip Catton, “Counter-Insurgency and Nation-Building:  The Strategic Hamlet Programme in South 
Vietnam, 1961-1963,” The International History Review 21, no. 4 (December 1999), 922. 
118 Philip Catton, “Counter-Insurgency and Nation-Building:  The Strategic Hamlet Programme in South 
Vietnam, 1961-1963,” The International History Review 21, no. 4 (December 1999), 922. 
119 Michael Latham, “Redirecting the Revolution?:  The USA and the Failures of Nation-Building in South 
Vietnam,” Third World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006), 28. 
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teams” into hamlets across South Vietnam.  In much the same way poverty program 

bureaucrats were sent to urban centers throughout the country, in South Vietnam 

American-backed and trained teams went into the hamlets to establish local governing 

structures that they hoped, would foster ethics of collective responsibility, national 

identity, and participatory citizenship.120  During training, the civic action cadres were 

instructed to convince residents that the South Vietnamese state was fully attentive to 

their needs and that the US-backed Diem government was “truly for the sake of its 

people.”121  Civic action cadres represented America’s faith in its ability to in words of 

the historian Marilyn Young:  “concoct and distribute—not unlike a vaccine—an 

attractive ideology” for the South Vietnamese people.122 

 It would be overly simplistic to suggest governmental rationalities in American 

cities and Vietnam were exactly the same.  Certainly the different political, national, and 

military contexts cannot be overlooked.  However, it is worth thinking about how 

American officials—facing perceived crisis and oppositional formations domestically and 

abroad—adopted strategies based on a similar set of assumptions.  First, in both 

American cities and the South Vietnamese countryside, government officials and 

administrators conceived of threats using spatial frameworks.  They mapped discrete 

physical spaces upon which they catalogued and contained populations perceived as 

threats to their authority.  Beyond creating fortified, discrete spaces, officials also issued 

                                                
120 Michael Latham, “Redirecting the Revolution?:  The USA and the Failures of Nation-Building in South 
Vietnam,” Third World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006), 35. 
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“tamper-proof” identification cards for each South Vietnamese citizen.123  For American 

military officials, identification cards contributed to an institutional knowledge about the 

spaces and people they wished to control, giving them the ability to track and restrict 

movement, identify “problem” subjects and counter-insurgent forces, and catalogue target 

populations.  Both Model Neighborhood and Strategic Hamlet zones spatialized 

“problem” populations that needed to be pacified and contained.  Finally, they seized on 

community development and participatory citizenship as critical strategies of governance.  

Fostering ethics of communitarian responsibility and active civic identity, they believed, 

could most effectively pacify oppositionality and produce a loyal and cooperative 

citizenry for the state.  Of course, Model Neighborhood and Strategic Hamlet spaces also 

created possibilities for community and political formations that ran counter to state 

rationalities.  Indeed, forced removal and relocation in addition to extant anti-imperialist 

sentiment made the hamlets rife for anti-American politics and loyalty to the NLF, the 

very forces American military officials sought to isolate.124  While there is much left to 

explore, it is important to consider the ways that American spatial governmentality was 

applied abroad in the service of Cold War ideology. 

… 

In the first chapter, I explore the discursive scaling of poverty and urban space 

that established the epistemological foundation of the War on Poverty and the nation’s 

subsequent interventions into urban life.  I pay particular attention to social scientific 

studies, political statements, and the little known “Ghetto Visits” that constructed urban 
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poverty at the scale of neighborhood and community and thus delimited the boundaries of 

institutional imagination as to the kinds of programs and policies that were possible to 

eliminate this intractable problem.  At its core, this chapter is concerned with boundaries 

and scale—boundaries of acceptable political participation and the boundaries of 

pathologized urban space.  The “Ghetto Visits,” in which Johnson administration 

bureaucrats traveled into troubled urban neighborhoods and reported back on their 

findings in particular, make up the bulk of this chapter.  In great detail through first-hand 

account reportage, they narrativized urban poverty at the register of community and 

neighborhood and produced a set of “truths” about neighborhoods and their residents that 

undergirded the following decade’s interventions into urban life.   

Subsequently, this disparate set of ideas and proposals coalesced into a broad 

program that intervened into urban poverty at the scale of the neighborhood and 

community in important ways.  Because governmental knowledge formations understood 

poverty and crisis at these scales, they placed the burden of alleviation at the same 

register.  I argue that the decision to include “maximum feasible participation” and a 

broader politics of inclusion at the center of the War on Poverty was a logical outgrowth 

of this discursive and spatial scaling.  Following my discussion of program planning and 

Ghetto Visit reportage, I move into an examination of the Community Action Program 

(CAP), which was the cornerstone of the promise of “maximum feasible participation.”  

As the argument went:  because the problems of urban crisis and the so-called “culture of 

poverty” were located within the bounds of discrete neighborhoods and communities, it 

was up to the communities themselves to overcome them.  The CAP was a highly 

controversial program that pitted demands for community control emanating from urban 
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neighborhoods and government officials who sought to limit and manage the bounds of 

acceptable participation.   

In Chapter 2, I turn specifically to the federal Model Cities Program.  Beyond the 

stated goals of neighborhood beautification and renewal, the Model Cities Program also 

seized on “citizen participation” as a pivotal aspect of the alleviation of urban poverty, 

which was a logical outgrowth of the maximum feasible participation promises of the 

Community Action Program.   The purpose of this chapter is to situate the Model Cities 

Program, somewhat understudied, as a fundamental aspect of the War on Poverty.  It also 

serves as a pivot between the previous chapter and the subsequent two.  Here I establish 

the broad context of the Model Cities Program, and in particular the ways its promise of 

citizen participation became the critical battleground between grassroots calls for 

community power and authority and the governmental impulse to manage and regulate 

conflict.  As such, this chapter is mostly concerned with Model Cities planning than it is 

with actual implementation.   

At the center of their applications for acceptance into the Model Cities Program, 

individual cities needed to craft narratives about their present condition using easily 

recognizable symbols of race and place that were clearly legible to officials in 

Washington.  This meant identifying problems of joblessness, racial segregation and 

tension, and physical decay.  But it also meant mapping physical spaces as Model 

Neighborhood.  The Model Cities Program outlined a set of guidelines and metrics for 

cities choosing their Model Neighborhood(s) that could participate in the program.  I 

explore the ways that the “mapping of Model Neighborhoods” represented an abstraction 

of physical space and community that had important implications.   The guidelines 
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required proposed Model Neighborhoods had many of the symbols the government and 

public had come to associate with urban poverty—physical decay, racial segregation, and 

evidence of the “culture of poverty”—but still have potential for rehabilitation.  As a 

result, individual cities were forced to draw boundaries that included these familiar 

problems but still had a “capable and committed” cadre of community leaders who could 

lead the program.  What this meant in practice was that grassroots ideas about 

community—based on familial ties, block-level affiliation, and other forms of kinship—

were often bisected and dissected to produce an easily legible Model Neighborhood that 

may not have represented the reality for those living within its boundaries. 

Both Chapters 3 and 4 are meant to provide an overview of the ways the conflicts 

between War on Poverty governance and the neighborhood grassroots played out in 

specific local contexts.  In Chapter 3 I use the specter of urban riots—particularly in the 

summers of 1967 and 1968—to explore the ways in which the War on Poverty and the 

Model Cities Program sought to manage the threat of violence in two cities that had come 

to symbolize for, government officials, a crisis of liberal governance.  One of the 

purposes of this chapter is to recontextualize two seemingly competing histories:  liberal 

governance during the War on Poverty and the rise of Law and Order politics at the end 

of the 1960s.  There is certainly truth to the argument that the national panic over urban 

insurrection gave rise to a renewed energy in increasingly punitive policing practices in 

the cities.  But at the same time, in this chapter I explore the ways in which the fear of 

violence also led to increased urgency to utilize the politics of inclusion as a strategy of 

governance.   

In New York—and in particular the Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant 
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neighborhoods—Mayor John Lindsay referred to the War on Poverty as a “riot 

prevention system.”  I explore the ways in which a rigorous War on Poverty 

intervention—through the Model Cities Program and Harlem Youth Opportunities 

Unlimited (HARYOU)—sought to prevent riots through liberal programs.  These 

included seemingly benign projects like summer school programs and community 

festivals.  But, particularly through the Model Cities Program, it included the recruitment 

of youth residents to serve as “community service officers” who were responsible for 

neighborhood patrols to prevent violence.  I argue that these kinds of inclusionary and 

participatory programs were a form of regulatory governance to turn potentially 

oppositional subjects into allies in governing the city in a time of crisis.   

Oakland represented perhaps the clearest symbol to government officials and the 

majority of the White public over the crisis emanating from cities.  The rise of the Black 

Panther Party (BPP) and its aggressive police-monitoring tactics and radical rhetoric 

produced an extreme governmental panic.  I explore the ways that government officials 

deployed the Model Cities Program as a way to marginalize the BPP through the politics 

of inclusion. One of the ways that officials sought to delegitimize the supposed 

radicalism of the BPP was by appropriating many of the BPP’s own programs.  These 

included breakfast programs and a Parent Involvement project that would inject some 

community input into neighborhood schools.   

Seattle represented the inverse of the situations described above.  Based on its 

own unique context—a smaller segregated Black community and a longer history of 

institutional efforts to build multiracial harmony throughout the postwar period—Seattle 

believed itself to be an exceptionally harmonious place relative to other urban centers.  
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This narrative of course occluded very real and existing tensions in the city.  However, I 

use this self-narrative of relative racial harmony to explore the ways in which Seattle 

crafted its engagement with the Model Cities Program explicitly to prevent the crises of 

cities like Oakland and New York.  Unlike the previous chapter, which was meant to 

manage crisis, I explore the ways in which Seattle drew on this institutional narrative to 

craft a program with the explicit goal of preventing crisis.  Seattle Model Cities 

administrators drew from a cadre of liberal community leaders who had already 

developed a close working relationship with municipal officials through their 

participation in a host of postwar civic organizations.  Rather than regulate and discipline 

residents into the normative performances of liberal citizenship, the Seattle Model Cities 

Program enlisted existing “natural leaders” in the Model Neighborhood to draw from 

their local expertise to promote the program.  

Yet it was precisely this institutional narrative that masked racial tensions and 

structural inequalities in the city.  In the second part of this chapter, I explore the ways 

that Model Neighborhood residents pushed against this narrative of harmony and the 

“natural leaders” of the community who they argued did not adequately represent their 

interests.  I explore the various critiques and demands emanating from a multiracial cadre 

of Model Neighborhood residents for more authentic community-level authority in ways 

that challenged both established community leaders and the binarization of race in 

America.   

In the final chapter I explore the shifting terrain of poverty policy and discourse 

under the presidency of Richard Nixon.  The bulk of this chapter is from 1969-1974.  

While many scholars and commenters have argued that the election of Nixon in 1968 
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marked the death knell for the long age of liberalism, a closer reading of urban poverty 

programs reveals that Nixon ushered in a programmatic shift, but not an abandonment of 

liberal governmentality.  In addition, Nixon-era interventions into urban poverty in 

America drew heavily from the citizen participation experiments of the Great Society 

liberalism.  In what I call the “economicization” of the War on Poverty (borrowing from 

Nixon’s use of “Vietnamization” to describe the transfer of responsibility away from the 

U.S. and toward the South Vietnamese army to win the Vietnam War), during the last 

years of the 1960s and early 1970s, poverty policy shifted away from service-delivery 

and cultural uplift programs towards business and entrepreneurial development.   

The clearest example of the economicization of poverty was the Community 

Development Corporations (CDC) and other economic development plans.  However, in 

spite of this very real shift, many of the governmental logics and discursive constructions 

of poverty remained.  First, like the scaling that began with early War on Poverty 

planning and the Ghetto Visits and continuing through the Model Cities Program, 

government officials conceived of the problem of poverty at scale of neighborhood and 

community.  Rather than look to broader postwar economic and social processes that 

produced many of the conditions afflicting cities, the CDCs held steadfastly to the era’s 

discourse that the problems and solutions to urban poverty were confined within their 

own boundaries.  Second, experiments in citizen participation continued.  However, the 

normative participatory citizen was no longer the community leader who could enlist the 

participation of residents in service-delivery programs, but an entrepreneurial subject 

who solved her/his own condition of poverty in the capitalist marketplace in the 

neoliberal age.
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Chapter 1: 
Finding Poverty in the Cities:  The War on Poverty and the Racialization of Urban 

Space 
 

In his 1966 “Message to Congress on American Cities,” President Lyndon 

Johnson brought the crisis of cities to the forefront of the newly established War on 

Poverty program.  The unique problems facing cities had according to Johnson led to 

“deprivation, crime and helplessness.”  As a result, America was quickly bifurcating into 

two societies:  “the suburban affluent and the urban poor, each filled with mistrust and 

fear for the other.”1  The decay of cities alongside suburban growth brought high human 

costs.  His language was filled with images of “tragedy,” “waste,” “sordid temptation,” 

“disease and health hazards,” and “chaos.”  Vice President Hubert Humphrey, in perhaps 

the clearest, most brutal statement representing institutional understandings of poverty in 

cities, told a crowd of the Citizens Crusade Against Poverty, “It has been demonstrated, 

for example that a child born into poverty in an American city is likely to become a slow 

learner, an illiterate, a reject, a delinquent, and a criminal.”  He continued that this 

individual is “likely to live miserably, die young, and leave no legacy but offspring fated 

to meet the same ignominious destiny.”2  This “cycle of poverty,” not only created misery 

for the present generation but also placed millions of Americans in “bondage of that 

tragic equation which often decrees that poor shall beget poor and ignorance shall beget 

misery.”   

 This chapter explores the discursive scaling of poverty and urban space that 

established the epistemological foundation of the War on Poverty and the nation’s
                                                
1 Lyndon Johnson, “Message to the Congress on American Cities,” 26 January 1966, Legislative 
Background-Model Cities, Box 2, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
2 Hubert Humphrey, “Speech to Citizens Crusade Against Poverty,” 10 February 1965, Office Files of 
White House Aides-Hubert Humphrey, Box 1, Folder 3, LBJ Library. 
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 subsequent interventions into urban life.  I pay particular attention to social scientific 

studies, political statements, and the little known “Ghetto Visits” that constructed urban 

poverty as a racialized condition at the scale of neighborhood and community and thus 

constrained institutional imagination about the possible programs and policies.  At its 

core, this chapter is concerned with boundaries and scale—boundaries of acceptable 

political participation and the boundaries of pathologized urban space.1  The “Ghetto 

Visits,” in which Johnson administration bureaucrats traveled into troubled urban 

neighborhoods throughout 1966 and 1967 and reported their findings and observations, 

are particularly telling.  These accounts, from a 9-person team and covering 14 individual 

cities including Oakland, Harlem, and Baltimore, used clearly recognizable symbols 

about race and space that established a narrative about urban poverty in America.  Taken 

together, the Ghetto Visit reports produced a narrative about urban poverty that focused 

its gaze on individual neighborhoods and racialized minority populations.  They further 

helped to codify a governmental logic that fixed ideas about race, culture, community, 

and space that were the critical backdrop for program planning and implementation.     

 America’s economy, housing patterns, and racial politics underwent monumental 

changes in the years following World War II.  Through subsidized Federal Housing 

Administration home loans and the G.I. Bill, the expanded access to homeownership sent 

millions of mostly White Americans away from the cities and into new suburban 

subdivisions.2  With homes and people, industries and commercial centers also moved 

                                                
1 As the historian Robin Kelley has shown, there is a long history of marking urban space and its largely 
racialized minority residents as culturally “dysfunctional.”  See Robin D.G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama’s 
Disfunktional!:  Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America (Boston:  Beacon Press, 1997), 3. 
2 See Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1996); Robert Self, American Babylon:  Race and the Struggle for 
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away from the urban cores.  The various urban renewal programs of the 1950s, which 

razed aging public housing structures under the guise of “slum clearance,” decimated 

racialized minority residential neighborhoods.  The opportunities afforded by suburban 

expansion were sharply divergent along racial lines.3  By the mid-1960s then, cities 

which had previously been the nation’s center of gravity, now came to be seen as 

hopeless ghettos for the nation’s racialized minority poor.  This short and simple narrative 

of postwar shifts makes clear that the problems of the nation’s cities could not be 

understood without this broader understanding that connected city and suburb and White 

and non-White.  Yet, that is precisely what happened.  In cities across the country the War 

on Poverty fixed the urban crisis at neighborhood and community scales.  That is to say, 

it limited the scope of its reach to the spaces and people who most acutely felt the effects 

of postwar shifts and in turn, asked them alone to solve their own problems.   

 The Ghetto Visits are critical to understanding this discursive scaling.  My 

analysis focuses on the ways in which the ghetto visitors crafted narratives of urban life 

that pathologized both racialized minority culture and urban space.  In what follows, I 

examine the processes of information gathering and the discursive formation of the 

category of urban poverty that connected race, culture, and place onto the bodies and 

lives of residents and communities.  This practice in an of itself was not particularly new 

as it had precedents going back to community-based surveys during the Progressive Era 

and ethnographic neighborhood studies undertaken by Chicago-school practitioners in the 

                                                                                                                                            
Postwar Oakland (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2003); Matthew Lassiter, The Silent Majority:  
Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2006). 
3 For a clear and detailed description of redlining and postwar suburbanization, see Kenneth Jackson, 
Crabgrass Frontier:  The Suburbanization of the United States (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1985), 
197-218. 
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1920s.4  But the Ghetto Visit reports brought together an assemblage of ideas that marked 

urban space and its (mostly) Black residents as pathological and in desperate need of 

government aid.  These “radical ethnographers” as the historian Robin Kelley has called 

them, traveled into urban neighborhoods in search of “authentic Negro culture.”5  

However, these White men approached their visits already encumbered by the cultural 

and discursive constructions of race and the city.  Further, Johnson deployed the Ghetto 

Visits specifically in response to his concerns about the rising influence of Black Power.  

The ghetto visitors went into the cities searching for uniquely Black residents and spaces.  

In their search for authenticity, they described what they saw as representative of the 

“natural” culture of urban life.  And in doing so, they collapsed the diversity of 

experiences and community formations into singular narrative of Black cultural 

pathology.    

 I begin with a discussion of War on Poverty planning and the ways in which 

government officials—beginning with the administration of John F. Kennedy and 

continuing into the era of Lyndon Johnson—crafted a series of legislation aimed at 

alleviating the dual crises of racial antagonism and urban poverty.  Subsequently, this 

disparate set of ideas and proposals coalesced into a broad program that fixed its attention 

on urban space.  Because governmental knowledge formations understood poverty and 

crisis at these limited scales, they placed the burden of community uplift on them as well.  

I argue that the decision to include “maximum feasible participation” and the broader 

politics of inclusion at the center of the War on Poverty was a logical outgrowth of this 
                                                
4 Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge:  Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in Twentieth-Century 
U.S. History (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001), 3. 
5 Robin D.G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional!:  Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America (Boston:  
Beacon Press, 1997), 20-25. 
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discursive and spatial scaling.  As the argument went:  because the problems of urban 

crisis and the so-called culture of poverty were located within the bounds of discrete 

neighborhoods and communities, it was up to the communities themselves to overcome 

them.  The Ghetto Visits were central to this.  In great detail through first-hand account 

reportage, they narrativized urban poverty at this register and produced a set of “truths” 

about neighborhoods and their residents that undergirded the following decade’s 

interventions into urban life.   

 I end the chapter with a discussion about the OEO’s Community Action Program 

(CAP) to illuminate how the politics of inclusion became the central strategy against 

urban poverty.  The CAP was the first era’s experiments in citizen participation, and the 

debates that animated it established the context out of which Model Cities was put into 

practice.  I explore the ways in which the CAP sought at once to marginalize and 

discredit oppositional and radical political formations funnel participation into 

mainstream institutions and programs.   

… 

 In many ways, the War on Poverty did not begin as a “war” at all.6  Rather, in its 

earliest iterations, Kennedy and his advisors called the administration’s poverty program 

                                                
6 According to an institutional history written by the Office of Economic Opportunity, the idea of a 
coordinated federal attack on poverty originated in 1963 under the Kennedy administration.  The Council 
of Economic Advisors (CEA) chaired by the economist Walter Heller set out lead the charge against 
poverty.   In November 1963, Heller sent a memo to the Secretaries of various federal agencies including 
Agriculture, Commerce, Labor, and Health, Education and Welfare (HEW).  This memo, which solicited 
programmatic suggestions called for ideas that would “emphasize individual and community self-help, 
where appropriate.”   From the earliest planning stages, then, the inclusion of marginalized and aggrieved 
communities and individuals was a central tenet of the War on Poverty.  But before moving forward with a 
politics of participation and inclusion, the federal government—through a campaign of massive information 
gathering and research—needed to construct an institutional knowledge of impoverished communities and 
spaces.  “History of the War on Poverty,” Legislative Background-Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, 
Folder 1, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, Austin, Texas (hereafter cited as LBJ Library). 
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“Widening Participation in Poverty.”7  The administration also considered “Human 

Conservation and Development” and “Access to Opportunity.”8  Part of the reason for 

this was purely political.  Kennedy and his aides believed that the use of the word 

“poverty” would alienate and offend those who the program was meant to assist, and 

would create political battles against economic conservatives invested in the “affluent 

society” and equally averse to federal spending on social welfare.9  But the original titles 

also reveal the broad discursive frameworks that were at the core of War on Poverty 

rationalities.  By framing the fight against poverty as a “prosperity” program, federal 

officials drew from the tightly held belief that the nation’s economic structures were 

ultimately sound, and improving the capacity of individuals and communities could 

alleviate many of the conditions responsible for urban poverty.  An early planning 

memorandum from 1963 underscored the point stating that the program sought “ways 

and means to promote their dignity as human beings by providing access to opportunity 

and encouraging their participation in a democratic society.”10  The germs of community 

action and citizen participation were thus a central tenet of the earliest stages of planning.   

 Before planning for the program could move forward, the question of who 

constituted the poor in America needed to be answered.  In crafting a comprehensive 

program for the elimination of poverty, federal planners came up with various definitions 

ranging from income levels, to social ills, to supposed cultural deficiencies.  Although 

                                                
7 “The War on Poverty:  The Beginning,” Bertrand Harding (OEO), Administrative History-Office of 
Economic Opportunity, Box 1, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 16. 
8 Memorandum for Widening Participation in Prosperity, 5 November 1963, Legislative Background-
Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
9 James L. Sundquist, Politics and Policy:  The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Years (Washington 
D.C., The Brookings Institute, 1968), 137. 
10 Memorandum for Widening Participation in Prosperity, 5 November 1963, Legislative Background-
Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
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tasked with developing a comprehensive attack on poverty, planners realized there was 

no unified definition of actually what poverty was and who constituted the poor.  But 

through the enlistment of academics, planners, and policy makers, the federal government 

settled on a yearly income of $3,000 for families the unified definition of poverty.  Using 

this income baseline, they found that in 1962 there were 9.3 million families or more than 

30 million individuals living in poverty.  In addition census figures also showed that 

some 3 million individuals were forced to survive on incomes below $1,000.  Thus, at the 

outset—using income levels as a metric—federal officials moved forward with an 

institutional “truth” that about 33 million individuals or approximately one-fifth of the 

nation lived in poverty.11  However, planners and academic did not limit their 

construction of poverty to financial metrics alone; perhaps more importantly they also 

looked to culture as an explanation. 

 At the outset, the underlying logic behind the Office of Economic Opportunity 

was that poverty posed significant costs to individuals and to society at large.  In pointing 

to some of the deleterious costs of poverty, it cited “delinquency; disease; high infant 

mortality; low motivation; poor community environment; and inadequate participation in, 

and concern about, the representative social processes of the community.”12  Not only 

could the condition of poverty breed disease and in some cases death, it also bred subjects 

                                                
11 “Eliminating Poverty:  A National Goal,” Legislative Background-Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, 
Folder 3, LBJ Library, 4.  This $3,000 baseline was developed by a Social Security Commission analyst 
named Mollie Orshansky.  While it came to serve as the institutional baseline, many bureaucrats, and 
Orshansky herself, recognized the relative arbitrariness of the number.  For example, Orshansky pointed 
out that it was an “odd result” that an elderly couple with a $2,900 annual income would be designated as 
poor whereas a husband and wife with 4 children and an annual income of $3,100 would not be.  For 
background and context see Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge:  Social Science, Social Policy, and the 
Poor in the Twentieth-Century U.S. (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001), 183-184. 
12 “Eliminating Poverty:  A National Goal,” Legislative Background-Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, 
Folder 3, LBJ Library, 1. 
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unable or unwilling to engage in the civic responsibilities of American democratic 

society.  The OEO constructed poverty not just as a condition of material deprivation but 

as something that “imperils human dignity and the capacity to realize one’s human 

potentialities.”13  As a result, officials seized on training and participation—over a radical 

restructuring of political and economic institutions—as the most fundamental strategy of 

alleviating poverty. 

 The absence of explicit discussion of race in the earliest iterations of planning for 

the poverty program is instructive.  While planners included discussion of discrimination 

in the program, race as the primary category associated with poverty remained absent.  A 

November 1963 planning memorandum for example, actually placed race behind 

children, the aged, and potential labor force members in a hierarchy of urgent government 

attention.  Another memorandum, released two weeks later, bore this out.  A Health, 

Education, and Welfare (HEW) memorandum proposed five important legislative 

programs to pursue, which all absented any explicit discussion of race.  Certainly aid to 

the aged, extending credit union service to low-income groups, increasing educational 

opportunities for the economically disadvantaged, adult education, and vocational 

training would impact the racialized minority poor.14  But in these early stages, planners 

proposed broad areas of intervention that understood the poor as a raceless category. This 

is not to say that the primary thinkers behind the early planning of the poverty program 

failed to recognize racial discrimination and the problems associated with race and 

poverty in America.  Rather, while racialized minorities, and particularly African 
                                                
13 “Eliminating Poverty:  A National Goal,” Legislative Background-Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, 
Folder 3, LBJ Library, 2. 
14 Memorandum for Widening Participation in Prosperity, 19 November 1963, Legislative Background-
Economic Opportunity Act, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
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Americans came to dominate debates during the War on Poverty, at the outset, race as the 

primary signifier of poverty was absent.  Part of the purpose of this chapter is to track the 

shift from a nominally race-neutral program to one that became coded in racialized 

imagery and symbolism.  I argue that the urbanization of the poverty program in the mid-

1960s was ultimately responsible for this as policy-makers and media accounts 

increasingly associated urban space with racialized minority populations and their 

purported pathologies. 

 Ghetto Visits:  Pathologizing Poverty in the Cities 

 The institutional construction of poverty, which drew attention to the cultural 

pathologization of individuals and communities became exceedingly spatialized by the 

middle of the 1960s.  As the historian Eric Avila notes, space “is an arbiter of social 

relations, and the identities that we inhabit—race, class, gender, sexuality—are codified 

within” set spaces.15  By the middle of the decade, federal and local officials increasingly 

associated urban space with the racialized pathologies of poverty.16  While the early 

investigative journalistic exposes pointed to the dour circumstances in the Appalachian 

region, what followed in War on Poverty policy creation and implementation honed in on 

cities.  But the question is why.  Why did a program built out of the reports of poverty in 

                                                
15 Eric Avila:  Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight:  Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles 
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2004), xiv. 
16 As scholars of the Progressive era have shown, the governmental rationalities of intervention at the 
neighborhood scale have a much longer trajectory than just the War on Poverty.  The historian Nayan Shah 
demonstrates in his study of San Francisco’s Chinatown at the turn of the twentieth century, municipal 
leaders, reformers, and public health officials all contributed to the production of specific knowledges that 
connected racial and cultural traits to specific spatial locales.  In his work on the “slumming” crazes in New 
York and Chicago in the same period, the historian Chad Heap makes a similar argument about the 
institutional and popular conflation of race and urban space.  See for example, Nayan Shah, Contagious 
Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 
2001). Chad Heap, Slumming:  Sexual and Racial Encounters in American Nightlife, 1885-1940 (Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
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rural Appalachia become one associated with cities and their African American residents?  

The initial metrics defining poverty using the $3,000 threshold found the proportion of 

poverty was highest in rural areas, after all.17  Yet by the middle of the decade, the War on 

Poverty as it was understood by the public and implemented and put into practice, was an 

inherently urban program.  I argue that governmental policies augmented long-standing 

fears over the decline of cities as well as growing racial tensions in urban areas, which 

exploded in a spate of urban rebellions—called “riots’” in the popular press and political 

discourse—beginning with the Watts uprising in 1965.  Urban life in America had been 

on the decline since the rise of mass suburbanization and deindustrialization of urban 

economies in the wake of World War II.  The effect of these structural shifts was a 

racially segregated, impoverished, and declining urban America which soon became the 

object of governmental intervention.   

 A 1960 Census report showed that in spite of the decline of urban economies and 

suburban exodus, some 70% of Americans lived in cities.18  The issues plaguing cities 

were thus problems that afflicted the majority of Americans.  This represented an inherent 

paradox in America.  While most of Americans lived in cities, there was a growing 

narrative of urban decline emerging in popular consciousness that reasoned it was time to 

shift attention to the suburbs.19  Concern over the problems of cities was reflected in a 

massive compendium of government studies and popular media reports which 

constructed cities as pathologically ill and in need of government intervention.  Much of 

                                                
17 James L. Sundquist, Politics and Policy:  The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Years (Washington 
D.C., The Brookings Institute, 1968), 139. 
18 1960 Census Report, White House Central Files-Federal Government, Box 252, Folder 3, LBJ Library. 
19 See Robert Beauregard, Voices of Decline: The Postwar Fate of US Cities (New York:  Routledge, 
2003), x. 
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the discursive construction of poverty knowledge was projected onto urban space and an 

increasingly racialized vision of the people who inhabited it.  In a multipart series for the 

Washington Post, Andrew J. Glass wrote of the dangers of a “cleft society”:  one in which 

an affluent suburban society lives apart from declining urban centers.  In drawing 

attention to “Negro ghettos” Glass used the language of “despair” and “rootlessness” to 

elucidate the sick condition of cities.20   

 In response to a growing sense of urban crisis, in 1964 Johnson convened a Task 

Force on Metropolitan and Urban Problems chaired by the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology political scientist, Robert C. Wood.  The Task Force connected the structural 

and economic crises of cities to the human and cultural problems that had become part of 

institutional discussions of poverty.  Racial segregation in suburbs, low income, and 

dilapidated urban space constrained the choices of urban residents and their ability to 

participate in civic life.21  This focus on social and what was increasingly referred as 

“human problems” represented a departure from the brick and mortar strategies of urban 

renewal that only seemed to compound the problems afflicting urban neighborhoods.

 The so-called crisis in the cities was also explored in a plethora of articles and 

exposes in the first half of the 1960s.  In a special April 1964 report for the New York 

Times Magazine the British economist Barbara Ward warned that “The City May Be as 

Lethal as the Bomb.”  She argued that in spite of the fact that the world was without 

question living in an urban age, many people living in the cities had become increasingly 

dissatisfied with urban life, as the suburban exodus made clear.  Those who remained 
                                                
20 “The Year of Rebirth for U.S. Cities Turned Out to Be a 1966 Stillbirth,” Andrew J. Glass, Washington 
Post, RG 381, 44/A1, Box 520, NARA, CP 
21 Metropolitan and Urban Task Force Report, 1964, Legislative Background-Model Cities, Box 1, Folder 
6, LBJ Library, 2. 
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stayed because they were left with no alternatives.  In the cities, deprived of leadership 

and wealth, nothing but “ignorance, bewilderment, and poverty” remained.  Ward 

juxtaposed the modern city against cities of old in which “civility” and “virtue” reigned 

supreme.  The modern city created just the opposite:  “brutality, delinquency, [and] 

antisocial behavior of every sort.”  This juxtaposition and the imagery of urban space was 

representative of what was increasingly becoming a national consensus about cities and 

their residents. 

  Beyond academic study and media reportage, one of the ways the Johnson 

administration developed an institutional knowledge formation of urban life was through 

the Ghetto Visits.  Although largely secretive at the time, the Ghetto Visits were critical to 

War on Poverty epistemology and governance.  In the winter of 1966, Johnson appointed 

one of his aides, Sherwin Markman to lead a task force of bureaucratic trips into urban 

neighborhoods.  According to Markman, Johnson wanted someone to go to the very 

“worst ghettos” in the country to know “what was going on, what was Black Power, and 

what was working and not working.”22   

 The Ghetto Visits were meant to produce experiential first-hand accounts that 

reflected the “reality” of life in the cities from the “ground level.”  Of course the “reality” 

of urban life was anything but; it was heavily mediated by time constraints, the biases of 

each individual ghetto visitor, and the general impossibility of developing a 

comprehensive knowledge about a city and its residents.  Nevertheless, the reports used 

racialized imagery, which in many ways, harkened to the urban travel logs popularized at 

                                                
22 Personal Interview with Sherwin Markman, 22 January 2015. 
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the turn of the twentieth century.23  But beyond the individual symbols, the Ghetto Visit 

reports created narratives of race, poverty, and urban space that had a great deal of 

institutional cache.  On a purely practical level, it would be impossible for a single, White 

Midwestern bureaucrat to possibly understand all the complexities of racism, segregation, 

poverty, and community in a matter of one or two days.  The “knowledge” of an 

individual neighborhood or city was heavily mediated by who the visitor spoke to, what 

kinds of spaces he visited, and more importantly, who and what he did not see.  But 

Ghetto Visit narratives helped to produce the discursive terrain for framing and 

discussing race, urban space, and poverty at the institutional level.24  Even the act of 

naming—describing the diversity of neighborhoods with the singular category of 

“ghetto”—was part of the era’s representation of urban space and was critical to War on 

Poverty governance.  Ghetto Visit reportage was reflective of the institutional gaze turned 

toward cities in this era.  Policy makers, bureaucrats, planners, municipal officials, and 

popular discourse writ large all contributed to and reified a set of “truths” that connected 

race, place, and culture.    

 Eschewing any notion of scholarly expertise, Markman wrote in his report to 

Johnson, “I went there not as an expert in urban affairs, but merely as a white American 

of Midwestern middle class origins who wanted to know what is going on, what is being 

                                                
23 See Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 2001); Chad Heap, Slumming:  Sexual and Racial Encounters in American 
Nightlife, 1885-1940 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2009); Mary Ting Yi Lui, The Chinatown 
Trunk Mystery:  Murder, Miscegenation, and Other Dangerous Encounters in Turn-of-the-Century New 
York (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2005); Barbara Berglund, Making San Francisco American:  
Cultural Frontiers in the Urban West, 1846-1906 (Lawrence:  University of Kansas Press, 2007). 
24 On urban narrative, see Paul Mullins and Lewis Jones, “Archaeologies of Race and Urban Poverty:  The 
Politics of Slumming, Engagement, and the Color Line,” Historical Archaeology 45, no. 1 (2011), 35. 
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thought and said, and what is and what is not working.”25  The experiential aspect of the 

Ghetto Visits was critical.  The ghetto visitors knew how important it was that they “see 

the federal programs from the perspective of the people themselves” and it was 

“psychologically important” that the trips be at least overnight in the “ghetto area 

itself.”26  In illuminating his own humble and relatable background as well as 

emphasizing that his reports came from first-hand experience, Markman claimed to 

represent the broader White public concerned about conditions in American cities.  But 

the notion of first-hand, authentic experience was circumscribed from the beginning.  

Junior staff members preparing for their Ghetto Visits were told never to go anywhere 

without an escort who held the unique knowledge of the neighborhood and community 

both to provide safety but also to assist in the important task of gaining genuine 

knowledge about target neighborhoods.     

 Taken together the Ghetto Visit reports created a narrative of race and poverty 

scaled to the levels of community and neighborhood.  The images and symbols that 

emerged contributed to the production of institutional knowledge not only about the 

physical deprivation of the physical space of individual neighborhoods but also the social 

and cultural pathologies of the communities that inhabited them.  Reading the individual 

Ghetto Visit reports together is illuminating for the ways that they produced a unified 

narrative about race and urban space that was the backbone of the next decade’s federal 

urban policy.  The ghetto visitors described urban life in America using the language of 

pathology, depicting residents as outside the bounds of normative political subjectivity.  

                                                
25 “American Ghettos:  Our Challenge and Response,” Sherwin Markman, 1967, Office Files of White 
House Aides-John E. Robson and Stanford G. Ross, Box 8, Folder 6, LBJ Library. 
26 Ghetto Trip Memo, 29 March 1967, Personal Papers-Sherwin Markman, Box 4, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
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Among the sensational descriptions of the quotidian struggles of urban residents, the 

Ghetto Visit reports coalesced primarily around four themes:  the political and social 

alienation of mostly Black urbanites from the political mainstream, distrust and 

antagonism toward the state, a lack of a productive and easily recognizable community 

ethos, and perhaps most urgent of all, the seething anger and seeming inevitability of 

urban rebellion. 

 The most essential and important way to frame the problems of urban America, 

according to Markman’s Ghetto Visit report, was to understand that cities were sites of 

alienation—“of the ghetto Negro from the mainstream of American life, and of white 

America from the ghetto Negro.”27  To illuminate just how dire the circumstances were, 

he reported that he was filled with the same emotions viewing the condition of urban 

Blacks as when he visited poverty-stricken areas in Latin America.  “When I left the 

comfortable parts of the downtown and suburban U.S. Cities which I know best, and 

entered into the ghettos, it was almost like visiting a deprived foreign country,” he wrote.  

Because of this illegibility, the reports helped to produce a visual and conceptual map of 

urban life in America.  His descriptions of the physical space of the “ghettos” and 

conditions of life within them drew from earlier constructions of the cultural pathologies 

of poverty.  In describing an apartment he visited in Chicago’s Westside, he described a 

scene in which “the front door was off, the halls were barely lighted and filthy, and many 

of the windows were broken out and covered with cloth.”  The ground of the back lot was 

covered by “garbage and filth” but according to one of the residents, “No one picks it up.  

                                                
27 “American Ghettos:  Our Challenge and Response,” Sherwin Markman, 1967, Office Files of White 
House Aides-John E. Robson and Stanford G. Ross, Box 8, Folder 6, LBJ Library, 2. 
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No one cares.”  Further, the physical decay of the apartment was coupled with rats and 

cockroaches.  He was told by one of the residents that if he really wanted to experience 

life in the ghetto and planned to stay the night, he would have to keep his shoes in bed 

with him because if he left them on the floor, the rats would chew through them.28  If that 

was not enough to speak to the despair of the cities, he pointed to the nonnormative 

domestic arrangements that supposedly represented ghetto life:  this particular apartment 

that he chose to use as representative was occupied by “two women and eight small 

children.  No man was in residence.”29   

 Markman also found that the language and linguistic patterns of ghetto residents 

was unrecognizable to his White middle class, Midwestern sensibility.  When one local 

man approached him and engaged him with “ghettonese”—idiomatic expressions and a 

fast cadence he could not understand—he was left unsure of what this man had said.  In 

his discussions, hampered by his inability to understand “ghettonese,” he understood one 

thing clearly:  residents looked at the “power structure” and “establishment” as the 

enemy.  The police, the building inspectors and landlords, garbage collectors, welfare 

agencies, and all the other embodiments of municipal services and authority represented 

their alienation.  He reported that there was no way to understand this alienation without 

total immersion, which he provided through his first-hand accounting.  And worst of all, 

                                                
28 The problem of rats in urban centers is an understudied aspect of War on Poverty historiography.  But 
rats were representative of the profound lack of municipal services in poor urban neighborhoods as they 
thrived in areas with copious amounts of garbage.  A 1966 Study to the U.S. Civil Rights Commission 
found countless piles of uncollected garbage in backyards and apartment alley that attracted rats.  For poor 
urban residents, a high volume of rats meant damaged apartments, bites and scars, and rat-borne infection.  
For an analysis of the relationship between rats, urban poverty, and racial inequality, see Malcolm 
McLaughlin, “The Pied Piper of the Ghetto:  Lyndon Johnson, Environmental Justice, and the Politics of 
Rat Control,” Journal of American History 37, no. 4 (July 2011), 546. 
29 “American Ghettos:  Our Challenge and Response,” Sherwin Markman, 1967, Office Files of White 
House Aides-John E. Robson and Stanford G. Ross, Box 8, Folder 6, LBJ Library, 3. 
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residents were so afflicted with “ghetto conditions” that there was no hope for escape.  

According to a teacher he spoke with at a school in Richmond, California, children had 

no hope for the future because they could “never get the ghetto off their backs, when they 

bear the ghetto at home and see nothing but the same at school, they haven’t a chance.”30  

Here we can see clearly the ways in which the construction of poverty was tied up with 

urban space, and these kinds of accounts drew a direct connection between racialized 

cultural pathology and urban decay.   

 

Image 1.1:  Childhood Poverty in San Francisco.  This undated photo from San 
Francisco, while not taken during the Ghetto Visits, provides a useful visual companion 
to the textual renderings they reported.31 
 

Markman was not the only person who aimed to “experience” the ghetto through 

the Ghetto Visits.  Between August 1966 and August 1967, the 9-member Ghetto Visit 

staff visited 14 different cities.  These cities varied in size and overall racial 

                                                
30 “American Ghettos:  Our Challenge and Response,” Sherwin Markman, 1967, Office Files of White 
House Aides-John E. Robson and Stanford G. Ross, Box 8, Folder 6, LBJ Library, 10. 
31 RG 207-MPF, Main Photographic Files of the Department of Housing and Urban Development, Box 14, 
NARA, CP.   
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composition—San Antonio, Texas was selected expressly because it had a large Mexican-

American population—and were meant to provide a knowledge base that was 

representative of the national crisis in cities.  And indeed outside of the San Antonio visit, 

the reports constructed urban poverty as a uniquely Black condition.  Thomas Cronin’s 

visit to Baltimore, which he entitled “Star-Spangled Jungle” described racial unrest in the 

city’s inner slums.  Like Markman, Cronin pointed out the “symbols” which 

differentiated the ghetto from the rest of the city and suburban neighborhoods.  These 

symbols included broken glass everywhere, “excessive noise,” “shabby and littered 

streets,” endless rows of houses without “even the slightest taste or difference.”  But 

besides these physical manifestations of ghetto life, the most significant symbol of the 

Baltimore inner city was the “absence of proud men.”32  On a Monday morning, while 

most of the city was at work, “grown men by the hundreds were aimlessly strolling the 

streets, clustering on the street corners, or leaning somewhat uncertainly against the 

pillars of local saloons.”  Trying to avoid judgment, Cronin claimed this to be the 

“saddest sight of the ghetto” as he believed this contributed directly to the disintegration 

of hope and opportunity residents of American cities. 

 Stanford Ross’s report on Harlem was also revealing.  While a central component 

of the experiential aspect of the trips was to stay overnight in the “ghetto area itself,” 

Ross opted to stay in an apartment on the fringes of Harlem because there were no 

“accommodations where a white man could safely stay.”33  Perhaps more than anyone 

else, Ross believed that the “real life” experience of the Ghetto Visits—although only a 
                                                
32 Baltimore Ghetto Visit, Thomas Cronin, Office Files of White House Aides-James Gaither, Box 352, 
Folder 6, LBJ Library, 2. 
33 New York Ghetto Visit, Stanford Ross, Office Files of White House Aides-James Gaither, Box 352, 
Folder 6, LBJ Library. 



   
 

 

81 

few days—revealed a truth that that any “study in depth by experts” would be unable to 

achieve.  Like the other reports, Ross depicted urban ghettos as completely foreign and 

virtually unrecognizable to White middle class sensibilities.  He focused less on the 

physical space of Harlem than on a feeling of lawlessness and danger.  People there “live 

in a condition in which violence to their person is very near to the service” and everyone 

who he spoke with told him never to walk the streets at night.  City authorities too, 

believed in the breakdown of law and order.  He reported that the police had almost 

completely stopped patrolling certain areas and had decided that patrolling would only 

create more problems.   

 Beyond the perceived lawlessness, Ross echoed the accounts of others who made 

Ghetto Visits.  One of the symbols that continued to emerge was the listlessness of urban 

life.  People stood around everywhere “doing nothing, apparently waiting for nothing,” 

he wrote.  Like Cronin’s narrative of the “absence of proud men,” Harlem was depicted 

as a place devoid of hope.  Imagery like this added clarity for Johnson officials of the 

urgent need to make participation and inclusion a pillar of the poverty program.  The 

problems were manifest not only with joblessness and physical decay but a kind of 

cultural stagnation that could only be eradicated through the active participation in civic 

and economic life.   In Philadelphia, much of the same.  The extreme frustrations of the 

urban poor were made clear to Markman when a child told him, “I’m black and I don’t 

want to be black” or when an African American woman who worked for the Red Cross 

during World War II said, “Every time I saw the American flag I would start to cry.”34  

                                                
34 Philadelphia Ghetto Visit, Sherwin Markman, White House Central Files-Welfare, Box 29, Folder 3, LBJ 
Library, 2. 
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But for Markman and the White middle-class gaze he brought to Ghetto Visit reportage, 

the central cities were not completely devoid of hope.  He praised the efforts of some of 

the cities African American leadership.  In his meetings with some of the city’s Black 

doctors, judges, and teachers he reported that as he listened to “this finely honed group of 

superior men,” he “would never know of their race” if he closed his eyes.  This group—

“the essence of the best of the new Negro middle-class—were “responsible, articulate, 

and deeply involved in the problems of their race,” and that it was these people—not 

those like Stokely Carmichael who espoused political radicalism—that would uplift their 

communities out of poverty.35  Markman’s delineation between the responsible and 

radical represented one of the clearest articulations of the governing logics of the War on 

Poverty and its construction of normative citizenship.  Meaningful participation and 

community action, found through first-hand visits and accounting, and sent to the office 

of the President and leaders of the nation’s poverty program, meant working within 

established political channels and local officials.   

 James Gaither’s visit to Detroit in May 1967 described what he believed to be one 

of the primary sources of tension in American cities.  Much of the country feared that the 

coming summer would see rioting in cities across the nation.  At the same time, Gaither 

painted a much different picture than other reports.  Detroit—which had received the 

most federal spending for poverty programs—had a higher average Black income than 

any other city in the country, was without any “real ghettos,” and had a thriving system of 

                                                
35 Philadelphia Ghetto Visit, Sherwin Markman, White House Central Files-Welfare, Box 29, Folder 3, LBJ 
Library, 2. 
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private and public organizations that were planning ahead to avoid summer violence.36  

According to Gaither, however, Detroit was still very much at risk, not because of 

hopelessness and despair brought on by poverty, but by the strength of the city’s Black 

Power advocates.  Reporting on his discussions with a minister from what he termed a 

“Black Nationalist church,” he was struck by the minister’s answer to his question as to 

whether or not there would be uprisings in the summer.  He told him, “I don’t know 

anything about a long hot summer and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell,” and continued that if 

there were any riots, he would start them.37  In spite of the fact that Black unemployment 

in Detroit was almost double that of Whites, and that residents were disproportionately 

harassed and targeted by police, and that the programs that did exist were hardly 

sufficient to deal with the problems of the city residents, Gaither’s report to the President 

singled out Black Power and oppositional political formations as the real threat to peace.  

By isolating Black Power, he contributed to the broader demonization of “radical” 

political formations that were outside of the bounds of acceptable political participation.  

 Bill Graham’s visit to Los Angeles was especially instructive as the city had 

become a symbol for urban despair as the site of the Watts rebellion in 1965.  In the wake 

of the riot, the McCone Commission found that among the causes of the rioting was the 

inadequacy of the poverty program in the city.38  In a follow-up to the report published 

the next year, it asked “Are there any who can now doubt that this sickness in the center 

of our cities is our nation’s number one domestic problem?” Graham’s report also shed 

                                                
36 Detroit Ghetto Visit, James Gaither, Office Files of White House Aides-James Gaither, Box 352, Folder 
6, LBJ Library, 2. 
37 Detroit Ghetto Visit, James Gaither, Office Files of White House Aides-James Gaither, Box 352, Folder 
6, LBJ Library,  3. 
38 Los Angeles Ghetto Visit, Bill Graham, Office Files of White House Aides-James Gaither, Box 352, 
Folder 6, LBJ Library, 1. 
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insight into what he termed the “Ghetto psychology” of city residents.  Some residents 

stated that programs like the Neighborhood Youth Corps (NYC) was “set up to keep you 

down” and sought only to keep children off the streets but not prepare them for 

meaningful change.  They also complained that local community centers set up through 

the Community Action Program provided no jobs for local residents and were only 

symbolic of the government’s avowed commitment to community engagement but in 

reality were “run by people from back East.”  What Graham understood as “Ghetto 

psychology”—lack of trust in government and frustration—was in fact representative of 

opposition to official deployments of community action.  One resident in response to 

Graham’s question if local swimming pools and community centers were effective, told 

him, “We have swimming pools.  That’s not the problem. They keep us with swimming 

holes—just like in the South.  We need jobs.”39  Graham’s reportage constructed the 

frustrations and resistance to institutional celebrations of community action as “Ghetto 

psychology” but should be read instead as oppositional consciousness of urban residents.  

Community action, when in the form of community centers and services run by outsiders 

and used to absorb resident anger, were seen at best as shortsighted and at worst as forms 

of regulation couched in the language of liberal inclusion.    

 Taken together, the Ghetto Visit reports both explained and confirmed the 

government’s worst fears about urban poverty and the growing influence of Black Power.  

They marked urban space and racialized minority culture as exceptional, both in the dire 

conditions they faced but also the potential threat they posed to the political and 
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economic establishments.  When read alongside planning documents, it becomes clear 

just how critical the Ghetto Visits were to construction of War on Poverty epistemology.   

The human and social problems of cities represented at a discursive level the 

construction of an urban subject apart from the normative democratic citizen.  According 

to the 1964 Task Force on Poverty, lack of choice in housing and employment, racial 

segregation, and lack of social services not only created material want but the loss of 

commitment to community and civic engagement because of “anxiety, alienation, and 

powerlessness.”40  In much the same way as the popular press, the task force connected 

spatial dilapidation and obsolescence to a particular subjectivity characterized by 

hopelessness and the inability to participate fully in a democratic society.  The lack of 

freedom of mobility away from deteriorating urban centers created an urban society 

confined to a condition of material deprivation.  But worse yet, this exercise of free 

choice—so central to the proper exercise of democratic citizenship—disproportionately 

affected racialized minority populations and low-income residents.41  This lack of choice 

was not only anathema to the practice of citizenship, it had very real deleterious affects 

on the physical health of urban residents.  In diagnosing the problems of cities, the task 

force used the language of public health in describing the pathologies of urban life.   

Those trapped in urban centers were forced to cope with polluted air and water 

without community amenities.42   In cities throughout the nation, garbage piles remained 

uncollected for weeks on end, sewers were prone to overflow from the mildest 
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86 

rainstorms, and in rats ran rampant.43  A Department of Health, Education and Welfare 

report from 1968 argued that the poor health caused by urban poverty led to many of the 

very cultural conditions government officials and planners hoped to alleviate:  the 

unsanitary and poor health conditions of the cities reaped “failure to learn, work, raise a 

family, or develop pride and self-consciousness.”44  Here the physical environment of the 

city was not tangential to the social problems of residents, but was constitutive of it.  The 

pathologization of space was part and parcel with the pathologization of poverty culture.   

 Yet it was not only the physical health of city residents that officials concerned 

with.  All throughout reports and studies on city life were depictions of the damaging 

effects of the urban poverty on mental and emotional health.  Again, government officials 

did concern themselves with solving the most immediate symptoms of ill health through 

increased access to medical services, community cleanups, and public health campaigns.  

But taking the broad view of poverty as a cultural pathology, they also connected the 

mental health of urban residents to the problems of deficient practices of citizenship.  

While citing the problems of alcohol and drug abuse, suicide, and schizophrenia, reports 

on mental illness in cities broadened its definition.  Along with the more medicalized 

conditions, officials added “frustration, despondency, hopelessness, and humiliation.”45  

Extreme frustration, lack of motivation, and a sense of giving up were all cited as among 

the most urgent concerns of broader War on Poverty governance—the critical need to 
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undo the aspects of poverty culture that were detrimental to the exercise of participatory 

citizenship. 

 Because officials conflated health problems with cultural pathology, they argued 

that the exercise of participatory citizenship was an effective antidote.  Planners were 

steadfast in their belief that citizen participation was central to any efforts to undo the 

effects of urban pathology in two critical ways.  First, the participation of residents in 

articulating and diagnosing pressing issues would bring together disparate complaints 

from individuals that could be aggregated into a comprehensive list of ailments facing the 

community.  Much of War on Poverty governance, as is clear from the sheer volume of 

research and reportage that went into it, was information gathering.  The information 

gleaned from residents solved this fundamental problem of legibility.  Second, much in 

the spirit of the faith that community engagement could undo the problems of apathy and 

disengagement that plagued cities, officials believed that bringing residents into the 

process of diagnosing city ills would show them that there was an “alternative to hopeless 

acceptance.”46  And further, the exercise of reporting and diagnosing would give residents 

a newfound “sense of responsibility” for their own and community’s health and draw 

them closer into the participation in civic life.  

 In spite of the seeming totalization of institutional poverty knowledge gleaned 

from these “objective” first-hand accounts, activists proposed alternatives that rejected 

the legitimacy of White observers and their objectivity.  The Chicago Black Power 

activist and community leader Lawrence Landry, said in a December 1966 speech that 
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“no amount of sociological research” could truly reveal the truth about race and life in 

America’s urban centers.47  The problem was not the lack of sociological research; “in 

fact, black people probably have been studied more than any other group in this country.”  

But those studies were at best partial, sometimes dubious, but mostly “constructs of 

middle-class whites; and, in more cases than academia would admit outright, racist lies 

devised to serve the vested interest of the white power structure.”48  While some of this 

research or reportage gestured to White racism and discrimination as one of the factors 

contributing to urban poverty, they failed (or refused) to assign it its full causal value.49  

The research methodology and underlying logic of these studies failed from the 

beginning, he argued.  They discussed the situation in terms of “problems of the victims 

rather than the fundamental reasons for his suffering.”50  The familiar tropes of ghetto 

research—illegitimate birth, disproportionate Black poverty, infant mortality, Black 

slums, poor educational achievement in the Black community—sought to describe only 

those who suffered, not fundamentally why they suffered.51   

 Stokely Carmichael also challenged the institutional constructions of racialized 

urban poverty.  In a speech at the University of Washington in May 1967, he presented a 

corrective to War on Poverty epistemologies of urban poverty.  Like Landry who 
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renounced the White sociological gaze on urban neighborhoods, Carmichael put forth an 

alternative narrative.  The “Ghetto,” he argued was “itself a product of a combination of 

forces and special interests inside the white community,” and that those with the 

resources and power to meaningfully improve conditions in urban neighborhoods—

politicians, absentee landlords, exploitative business owners, and the police—“benefit 

politically [and] economically from the very Ghetto.”52  In urban centers throughout the 

country he continued, Black residents were barred from any control over the resources, 

political decisions, law enforcement, ownership of housing stock, and places of 

employment.  Rather, it was “white power that makes the laws” and the “violent white 

power in the form of armed white cops that enforces those laws with guns and 

nightsticks.”  Finally he said, “As one moves from city to city it is as though some 

malignant racist planning unit” designed urban neighborhoods “with the same master 

blueprint, and indeed if the Ghetto had been formally and deliberately planned instead of 

growing spontaneously and inevitably from the racist functioning of the various 

institutions that combine[d] to make the society, it would somehow less frightening.”53  

In other words, the condition of racialized minority neighborhoods was not the result 

individualized racism that conspired against communities of color; rather they were the 

result “identical patterns of white racism which repeat themselves” in cities across the 

nation.  By formulating the problem this way, Carmichael rejected the epistemological 

foundations of War on Poverty governance that blamed individual and community 
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pathologies for urban poverty, and instead demanded that attention be paid the embedded 

racism in all the nation’s political and economic institutions.    

Finding Communities for Community Action 

 The central participatory aspect of the War on Poverty was the Community Action 

Program (CAP).  A 1965 Special Panel on Cities, later renamed the Wood-Haar Task 

Force stated explicitly that one of the main goals of a successful poverty program should 

be the “creation of competent neighborhoods and communities.”54   “Competence” would 

become an essential part of War on Poverty vocabulary as improving the capacity and 

competence of aggrieved urban residents became a rallying cry around poverty projects 

throughout the era.  But it is important also to note that the task force as well as officials 

at all levels of government argued for the need to create competent communities.  The 

notion that communities did not exist in declining urban neighborhoods was of course a 

fallacy.55  In fact community had been a sustaining force of security, support, and aid for 

the racialized and ethnic poor throughout the history of urban life in America.  The 

communal, familial, and neighborhood ties that bound residents of target neighborhoods 

were not legible to government officials and as such, one of the goals of community 

action was to create “new” competent community in places it had not previously existed.  

But what was the government’s ideal vision of community?  For federal and local 
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officials, the normative ideal of urban community had many of the same characteristics of 

existing grassroots formations erased by War on Poverty epistemology:  residents shared 

an ethic of collective responsibility and support, they cared about their neighborhood, and 

they understood the issues unique to their neighborhoods in ways that government 

interlopers could not.  

Federal officials hoped that these “newly formed” communities—born out of the 

effective participation of residents in government programs—would develop a more 

functional relationship to the state.  The normative ideal officials hoped to craft through 

the CAP looked to the state as the ultimate guarantor of rights and justice.  In other 

words, through community action, officials at the federal and local level hoped to 

transform the oppositional, radical, and alternative configurations of community that saw 

the American state as the purveyor of violence and racism at home and abroad into 

collaboration and consensus within mainstream political institutions. 

 Proponents for the CAP also drew inspiration primarily from two experiments in 

citizen participation, the Gray Areas Program in New Haven, Connecticut and the 

Mobilization for Youth (MYF) in New York City founded in the early 1960s.  The 

decision to mobilize individual and community participation as a strategy of urban 

rehabilitation merits close scrutiny.  Coordinated and sustained enlistment of the poor 

themselves in fashioning and implementing programs represented a stark departure from 

previous urban renewal efforts in which communities had little influence.  As the Ford 

Foundation’s Paul Ylvisaker contended, urban renewal’s inherent weakness was that it 

had “little or nothing to offer those whom it displaced, and only aggravated the social 

distress it supposed, ultimately, to relieve.”  Urban renewal also approached cities as if 
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they were “bricks without people” and that a singular focus on reviving the physical 

structures and financial base of cities was a misguided approach.56  While federal and 

local officials and planners certainly empathized with the urban poor and operated from a 

position of liberal concern, there was a regulatory aspect to this as well.  Community 

action also assigned civic responsibilities on the communities themselves.  According to 

Ylvisaker the main goal of the New Haven Gray Areas Program, which was the 

inspiration for the War on Poverty, was to “speed the transition of the urban in-migrant 

and slum resident” into a productive citizen prepared to compete and perform adequately 

in the urban economy.57  While projects would be “fashioned by local talent and 

leadership” and allow communities to “decide how to do the job with private and public 

resources,” federal assistance depended on the “community’s determination” to develop 

programs of “sufficient scope and size” that would be effective in improving the 

condition of poverty.58  The crown jewel of the Gray Areas Program was New Haven’s 

Community Progress Inc. (CPI) which brought together a wide array of components 

including education, manpower training, and neighborhood facilities and imbued them 

with an ethic of “self-help.”  But inasmuch as CPI concerned itself with development at 

the community level, its planners believed participation of the poor was contingent and 

needed to be mediated by professionals.  Howard Hallman, CPI’s deputy director wrote 

that “for the vast majority of the poor, poverty is a disability that precludes meaningful 
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participation in planning” and therefore the training and self-help aspects of the CPI 

would prepare inner-city residents for the democratic participation.59 

 The intellectual foundation of MYF was the belief that disparity between needy 

and well-off youth led to a different set of values and life goals.  For the poor youth, this 

often meant delinquency and crime, as the thinking went.  In response, MYF strove to 

provide youth with access to mainstream culture and society through small loans, legal 

assistance, training, and other services meant to change “the client’s social circumstances, 

by reordering his environment sufficiently” in such a way to create new opportunities and 

undo the “self-defeating repetition” that marked the experiences of the poor youth.60  It 

also operated under the belief that delinquency was a symptom of a systemic lack of 

opportunities for poor youth.  Two sociologists in particular, Richard Cloward and Lloyd 

Ohlin argued that delinquency was not an individual pathology but a community 

pathology and as such, needed to be addressed at the community level.61  Taken together, 

these experiments were central to the institutionalization of citizen participation in the 

War on Poverty.  Ylvisaker, describing the utility of self-help, said “the awakening of 

self-respect is the most powerful agent for renewing our cities socially, and for the matter, 

physically.”62   

 Requiring the participation of the poor drew from the central tenets of democratic 

ideology.  Yet the regulatory aspects of the recruitment of community participation cannot 

                                                
59 Robert Halpern, Rebuilding the Inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives to Address Poverty in 
the United States (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 96. 
60 William Epstein, Democracy Without Decency:  Good Citizenship and the War on Poverty (University 
Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 24-25. 
61 James L. Sundquist, Politics and Policy:  The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Years (Washington 
D.C., The Brookings Institute, 1968), 119. 
62 William Epstein, Democracy Without Decency:  Good Citizenship and the War on Poverty (University 
Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 46. 



   
 

 

94 

be ignored.  According the Goldstein, participation “transformed participants into 

political subjects whose actions were legible in the already operative terms of political 

institutions.”63  The notion of legibility was important in this context.  Based on the 

discursive constructions of the racialized urban poor as culturally pathological, their 

absorption into the sphere of participatory democracy served to produce new political 

subjects whose political subjectivity and attendant performances of citizenship 

contributed the consensus, not radical oppositionality.  The Community Action Program 

perfectly exemplified both the inclusive and regulatory aspects of the politics of 

participation.  While CAPs throughout the nation created space for the poor to gain some 

control over the planning and implementation of poverty programs in their neighborhood, 

that participation was always contingent upon institutional criteria and visions of 

normative political participation.     

 According to federal planners, the goal of community action was to provide 

“stimulation, incentive, technical assistance and financial assistance” to poor 

communities to “mobilize their public and private resources to combat poverty head-on.64  

Part of the strength of the idea of community action was based in the belief that the 

causes and effects of poverty were complex and differed from community to community 

and as such, needed to be tailored to the specific needs of the conditions of individuals 

and communities.  In its earliest iteration, the notion of self-help was central to War on 

Poverty governance.  While the government was prepared to assist localities with 

financial and technical support, the poor held the ultimate responsibility to “help 
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themselves.”65  In its most optimistic rendering, the self-help aspects of citizen 

participation would serve as a “therapeutic process for promoting social integration.”66  

As the thinking went, successfully implemented citizen participation initiatives would 

reward both the urban communities in question and the nation at large through “civic 

pride, personal growth, and the reduction of community deviancy.”67  In order to receive 

grants from Washington, communities not only needed to provide detailed diagnoses of 

the problems afflicting them, but demonstrate plans to “attack the real causes of poverty” 

through the unified process of political participation.  In many ways, this language of 

community unity and community knowledge was in fact a strategy of creating 

community for the purpose of intervention.68  Certainly neighborhoods were made up of a 

diversity ties and affinities, but in framing community action as it did, the federal 

government demanded these disparate forces label themselves as a fixed and legible 

community.  In collecting and documenting a diagnosis of the specific issues facing them, 

communities would in effect participate in the massive information-gathering apparatus 

that underwrote War on Poverty research and policy implementation. 

 In government reports, memorandums, and promotional literature for the CAP the 

notion of “the poor helping the poor” was ubiquitous.  Part of the justification for 

community action was the belief that the poor had a unique and specific knowledge that 
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legislators and local poverty workers lacked.69  In order to adequately diagnose poverty 

and its effects, the poor themselves needed to be involved in the process.  In many ways 

then community action was as much about diagnosing and the pathologies of poverty 

before effective intervention could take place.70  As a strategy of governance, the CAP 

sought at once to create a new relationship between the government and the racialized 

urban poor.  Edward Moscovitch, who served as a research consultant during the 

planning phase, argued that community action was necessary precisely because of the 

history of abandonment and failed policy experienced by the poor.  Had poor racialized 

minority communities found traditional urban renewal and other forms of social welfare 

policy to have been successful, there would be no need for the introduction of community 

action.  But because of these failures, no programs would be successful without winning 

the confidence of those who lacked trust in the government and its programs.  Only by 

recruiting the residents of the communities into programs that “organize the poor, hire the 

poor, and help them fight their battle” could the government hope to be able to “win their 

confidence and persuade them to overcome their skepticism and enter, and complete” 

government programs.71  Trying to convince a “Negro, Mexican-American, or Puerto 

Rican” to enter into a training program was more likely to succeed if the recruiter spoke 

the “language of the streets—the language he knows.”72  The simple fact of recognition 

and familiarity makes sense on a purely logistic level.  The thinking went, people were 

                                                
69 Communities in Action, RG 381, 1006/A1, Box 2, NARA, CP, 3. 
70 Sanford Kravitz and Ferne K. Kolodner, “Community Action:  Where Has It Been?  Where Will It Go?” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 385, (September, 1969), 34. 
71 “The Community Action Crisis in the Poverty Program,” Edward Moscovitch, ND, RG 381, 10D/A1, 
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more likely to try something new if members of their community who they trusted and 

were familiar with advocated on its behalf.  But Moscovitch articulated a more complex 

reasoning for hiring community residents as recruiters for programs that reveal the 

strategic aspects of community action.  He hoped, community action would convince 

those who had chosen the “street life” to enter into a more cooperative relationship with 

mainstream political institutions. 

 The impetus of community action emerged in part, in response growing 

government panic over the threat of urban insurrection following the Watts rebellion.  As 

such, any and all uses of community action were in part to alleviate any tensions that 

could lead to violence.  Absorbing the expression of anger and despair of urban residents 

into meaningful participation would thus serve as a critical governing strategy to prevent 

further violence.  While the summer of 1967 saw a spate of insurrections throughout the 

country, the need to prevent rioting and absorb the energies of urban insurgents was on 

the minds of government officials at the earliest planning stages of community action in 

the cities.  In planning stages of the CAP, the officials proposed offering poverty-stricken 

areas the opportunities to participate in aspects of law enforcement that would bring them 

into the sphere of planning and program implementation and focus anger into more 

“productive” work.  They suggested providing jobs for the urban poor to set up street 

lights and set up alarm and communication facilities.  Not only providing jobs, these 

proposals also recruited those city residents considered most prone to anger to participate 

in the maintenance of law and order in their neighborhoods.73 
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 When put into practice in specific localities, the regulatory logic of community 

action became much clearer.  The New York-based Community League of West 159th 

Street, Inc., which brought together residents to keep backyards, alleyways, basements 

and sidewalks clean as well develop relationships with the city’s Health Department and 

other agencies to improve the welfare and education of the community, listed as one its 

most important successes to date, the arousal of “awareness of community 

responsibility.”74  Certainly neighborhood cleanup and improved health services were 

productive and positive outcomes.  Yet it is also important to consider the ways in which 

community action sought to “create” a productive community ethic that preached 

responsibility and engagement.  “Community” in this way became a strategy of 

governance in itself.  It encouraged and fostered productive work, urban beautification, 

and perhaps most importantly, an ethic of collective membership.  The Greater Crown 

Heights Community Council, also in New York served much the same purpose.  Through 

its efforts towards improving employment opportunities for its residents, it also sought to 

“improve human performance, motivation” and bring the reality that it was the 

“responsibility of the residents” to maintain their communities.75   

 In November 1967, the OEO convened the “Urban Ghetto Seminar” (UGS) to 

prepare OEO’s response in case of summer rebellion.  Based on its reading of “ghetto 

social psychology” the seminar proposed the “development and control of institutions for 

and by the ghetto residents themselves” and using the program to instill the “emergence 

of a black identity in new coalition groups” that would absorb “younger, militant 
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males.”76  In much the same way as the broader War on Poverty-era focus on community 

action, the UGS viewed social and cultural training as equally critical to economic 

development in cities and stated explicitly that the “number of jobs created” was not as 

“significant as the goal of turning the energies of the ghetto neighborhoods to their own 

development, rather than to the response of despair and anger.”77   

 The UGS also made explicit the shift in War on Poverty governance away from a 

ostensibly racially-neutral conception of poverty to the an explicitly racialized and urban 

category.  In its research, the UGS searched for solutions not to “poverty problems in 

general but of urban Negro ghetto problems” and “rising community tensions.”78  It also 

openly omitted attention to “rural Negro poverty populations and any non-Negro 

population in urban settings,” thus making explicit that by the last years of the 1960s, 

much of poverty research constructed the problem as uniquely Black and uniquely urban.  

The UGS justified its racialized and spatialized rationality by insisting that Black urban 

populations were unique not only in the problems they faced but in their urgent need for 

the therapeutic effects of community participation. 

 This focus on Black urban communities did not emerge out of an intellectual and 

cultural vacuum, however.  It drew from the broader culture of poverty discourse and 

gendered aspects of Black matriarchy and the supposed decrease of power and influence 

of Black males within their communities.  The UGS believed that this diminishing 

influence posed a critical concern that might be helped through community action.  

Young, Black men, facing joblessness and despair, were “aggressively alienated,” but 
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based on their “black identity consciousness” ready for action.  The purpose of the 

community action then was to reorient growing radical formations into productive, 

community-oriented work.  Community action then, must be read as a critical strategy of 

governance; not simply as novel form of liberal social welfare policy aimed at creating 

opportunity and easing societal inequality.  It was a strategy in which the state aimed to 

reform political consciousness and train the urban poor into normative performances of 

democratic citizenship.  Finally, it is important to remember that this construction of 

poverty obscured as much as it hoped to reveal.  By limiting its focus in this way, the War 

on Poverty and community action fixed institutional definitions of community using 

essentialized constructions of race that erased the multiple configurations of politics and 

community imagined and put into practice at the grassroots level. 

… 

 Almost immediately following the introduction of the Community Action 

Program, the White House was inundated with opposition from city mayors throughout 

the country.  One of the major complaints coming from mayors was that the CAP 

established “competing political organizations in their own backyards.”  This fear was not 

only that CAP would create another bureaucratic handicap for mayoral governance but 

also open space for the legitimization of oppositional and radical politics.79  Not only 

were mayors up in arms over the potential for government-sanctioned radicalism, so too 

were many in the American public.  The criticisms of city officials and correspondence 

with the White House made clear that many feared community action was a simple 
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euphemism for political radicalism.   In Syracuse, New York for example, William Garry, 

director of the city’s Housing Authority, charged that community action was “Marxist-

inspired” and encouraged lawlessness, anarchy and vandalism.80  In a letter to President 

Johnson, James Rowe voiced concerns over rumors that the OEO provided grants to local 

community groups for the sole purpose of organizing sit-ins and protests against the 

government.  While this was certainly possible—indeed communities across the country 

appropriated the logic of participation and inclusion to expose fundamental racism of 

municipal authorities—Bureau of the Budget Director Charles Schultze made clear this 

would not be tolerated.  In his response he assured concerned mayors that through 

community action, the government “ought not to be in the business of organizing the 

poor politically.”81  Rather, the community action was meant to provide jobs for the poor 

in carrying out the programs, recruiting volunteers from individual neighborhoods, and 

talking with the poor to use their expertise to diagnose problems.  Schultze’s faith was 

premised on the assumption that through the successful implementation of community 

action, there would be no room for oppositional politics since residents and government 

officials were engaged in a collaborative effort to eradicate poverty in the cities.  Indeed, 

he tried to assuage fears by stating explicitly that the goal of the CAP was to make “tax-

eaters into tax payers” and train residents to become productive and self-reliant.  This 

controversy, which played out throughout the period, represented according to Goldstein 

                                                
80 “Syracuse Housing Chief Calls Poverty Plan Marxist-Inspired,” Samuel Kaplan, New York Times, 24 
June 1965.  Letter to the President, James Rowe, Office-Files of White House Aides-Bill Moyers, Box 56, 
Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
81 CAP Opposition from Mayors, 1965, Office Files of White House Aides-Bill Moyers, Box 56, Folder 2, 
LBJ Library. 
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that participation was “never simply a question of affiliation or self-identification but was 

a matter of certain institutional norms and social forms.”82 

 Much of the opposition against the CAP came from municipal governments 

charged with overseeing these programs.  In Detroit, Mayor Jerome Cavanagh retained 

tight control over the city’s poverty program.  While the poor were represented on 

poverty boards, Cavanagh filled them with his own appointees in such a way that his 

interests outnumbered target-area representatives 23 to16.  Julian Witherspoon who was 

elected by his community to represent them in the poverty program accused the mayor of 

stacking the boards to maintain bureaucratic control.  He argued that the reality of 

community action was thwarted by a mayor who consciously “pitted hard-core pros 

against us freshmen.”83  Cavanagh countered that being poor alone “doesn’t necessarily 

qualify anyone for administration or policy making,” and to “say they exclusively have 

the ability to make and implement programs is a mistake.”84  He argued that the poor 

were not equipped to effectively navigate the bureaucratic process and giving them carte 

blanche represented nothing more than a “sociological exercise.”  Cavanagh’s 

exhortations against what he perceived to be excessive deployments of community 

participation revealed an important disconnect between community-held beliefs about 

participatory democracy and the institutional limits placed on it by municipal officials.  

This single controversy was not unique to Detroit alone.  These very debates played out 

in city halls throughout the nation as municipal officials fought against efforts of the 

                                                
82 Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the American 
Century (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2012), 156. 
83 “Voices of Poverty Are Being Heard—And City Halls Across the U.S. Quail,” Paul Weeks, Los Angeles 
Times, White House Central Files-Welfare, Box 26, Folder, 2, LBJ Library. 
84 “Voices of Poverty Are Being Heard—And City Halls Across the U.S. Quail,” Paul Weeks, Los Angeles 
Times, White House Central Files-Welfare, Box 26, Folder, 2, LBJ Library. 
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residents to take control of the programs.  Instead, the training and regulatory aspects of 

community action held sway, while municipal officials hedged against community 

control and true inclusion into political authority.  

 Fears over the possibilities of the CAP becoming a breeding ground for 

oppositional and radical politics ran rampant.  OEO Director Sargent Shriver faced 

immense scrutiny on this very issue throughout the early years of the CAP.  He responded 

that the nation’s poor had been effectively barred from participating in the economic, 

political, and cultural life of the country and the purpose of the CAP was to create space 

for inclusion, but “constructively.”85  Just what that meant remained up for debate.  What 

was clear though was that Shriver and administrative apparatus of War on Poverty 

governance would not allow community action to become “political” in any way.  

Echoing Schultze’s reassurances that the government had no interest in fostering radical 

political formations, Shriver made clear that even seemingly harmless activities like voter 

registration would not be tolerated.  Educating the poor on how to vote and the 

necessities of exercising one’s democratic right through the ballot was acceptable so long 

as it did not cross the line into active registration for “political” purposes.86  In fact, 

Shriver was explicit in his conviction that the CAP not inculcate oppositional politics, but 

instead train individuals to be normative citizens.  In response to reports that some of the 

Job Corps centers were too strict and tried to “inculcate middle-class values in boys from 

the slums,” Shriver asked if strictness and discipline were so bad and if in fact all came 

                                                
85 Sargent Shriver Interview, US News and World Report, 28 February 1966, Office Files of White House 
Aides-Fred Panzer, Box 364, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 67. 
86 Sargent Shriver Interview, US News and World Report, 28 February 1966, Office Files of White House 
Aides-Fred Panzer, Box 364, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 68. 
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out with middle-class values, “would that be a retrogression?”87  Shriver’s euphemistic 

deployment of the palliative effects of “middle-class values” suggested that through the 

disciplinary cultural regime, the specter of political radicalism and oppositionality would 

be refocused into the normative political practices of working through established 

political channels and electoral democracy.  

 The conflicts over community action continued throughout the 1960s.  As the 

decade moved into its second half and poverty became increasingly associated with urban 

space and Black communities, so too did the fears over political radicalism and militancy 

in poverty programs.  Republicans in Congress, already opposed to the scope of federal 

spending in the poverty program and especially concerned about the implications of 

community control, moved to disband the OEO.  To protect OEO, Democrats accepted a 

compromise in which Community Action Agencies, originally independent and 

autonomous bodies would be absorbed and come under the control of city mayors.  The 

1967 Green Amendment, named after Republican Representative Edith Green of Oregon, 

shifted control of the poverty program to city mayors and sought to reduce the power of 

community action.88  Green testified before a congressional committee that “I would 

heartily disapprove of the expenditure of Federal funds to finance people who are outside 

of the Government and who are working for the express purpose of changing the political 

structure and changing the democratic process and upsetting or overturning the decisions 

                                                
87 Sargent Shriver Interview, US News and World Report, 28 February 1966, Office Files of White House 
Aides-Fred Panzer, Box 364, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 66. 
88 “The Community Action Crisis in the Poverty Program,” Edward Moscovitch, RG 381, 10D/A1, Box 1, 
NARA, CP, 2. 
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made my mayors or duly elected officials.”89  In the floor debate over the proposed 

amendment, Florida Representative Sam Gibbons articulated the underlying tension when 

he argued he did not think “you should turn over the whole War on Poverty to the poor 

any more than you should turn hospitals over to the sick.”90   

 The weakening of effective community control in 1967 with the Green 

Amendment might have represented the ultimate demise of community action.  For one, 

the fears of many that community action and participation would lead to the program 

being controlled by activists, were confirmed.91  The meanings over participatory 

citizenship were ultimately at stake and Congressional action in 1967 seemed to confirm 

that acceptable participation meant working through established political channels and 

electoral politics.  But it would be misguided to call this the end.  The years between 

1964 and 1967 created opportunities for new political affinities and action by the urban 

poor.  As the debates over the CAP made clear, urban communities imagined and 

articulated visions of community power and control outside of bounds of municipal 

politics.  The meanings and implications of community action would continue to be a 

contested battleground in the coming years, especially with the advent of the Model 

Cities Program. 

 The Model Cities Program, a federally funded program specifically described as 

an alternative to traditional urban renewal made “citizen participation” a central 
                                                
89 Alyosha Goldtein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the American Century 
(Durham:  Duke University Press, 2012), 131. 
90 Robert Halpern, Rebuilding the Inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives to Address Poverty in 
the United States (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 111. 
91 Others have argued that the reason for the failure of the CAPs was that neither Congress, OEO, nor local 
governments ever trusted that the poor were capable enough to control their own communities.  According 
to this line of argument, it was this lack of trust that ultimately doomed the program from the start.  See 
Jeffrey M. Berry, Kent E. Portney, Ken Thomson, The Rebirth of Urban Democracy (Washington D.C., 
The Brookings Institute, 1993), 34. 
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requirement of the program.  It was in these cities, both big and small, that the concept of 

participation continued to be contested and debated after the demise of the CAP.  Through 

Model Cities, new strategies of diagnostic research, policy implementation, and inclusion 

were put into practice in varying ways to fit the specific context of individual cities.  The 

next chapter turns to the Model Cities Program and explores citizen participation as a 

contested terrain that was simultaneously a strategy of governance and a potential space 

for community politics and control.
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Chapter 2: 
Mapping Model Neighborhoods:  The Model Cities Program and the Battles Over 

Citizen Participation 
 

In the winter of 1970 the Mayor of Denver, Colorado, William McNichols found 

himself embroiled in controversy.  In January Lauren Watson was hired as the Vice 

Resident Administrator of Resident Participation of Denver, Inc. (RPDI), the citizen 

participation body of the city’s Model Cities Program.  Within months of Watson’s 

appointment, Model Cities director Floyd Hyde received word that Watson was a former 

member of the Black Panther Party.  In a letter to HUD Secretary George Romney, Hyde 

assured him that Model Cities administrators were hard at work with the mayor to void 

Watson’s appointment.  In addition, Denver police had begun to monitor Watson in the 

interim.  According to Hyde, the presence of a known “militant, former member of the 

Black Panther Party” in a central position of leadership put Denver’s Model Cities 

Program at risk.  To bring home the point, Floyd warned the city’s Mayor, William 

McNichols, if he did not take “affirmative action” to terminate the city’s relationship with 

RPDI, the HUD would withhold critical funds, thus putting the entire program in 

jeopardy.  Two years earlier, the New Jersey Governor Richard Hughes voiced his 

enthusiastic support for the Model Cities Program.  In the wake of the urban rebellions 

across the state—in Newark, Paterson, New Brunswick, and twelve other cities in the 

summer of 1967—Hughes found that through the program, “Negro militants and city 

officials” had begun to “develop and mutual trust and rapport.”1  Predictably this

                                                
1 Richard Hughes to George Romney, 20 May 1968, RG 207, A1/115, Box 20, NARA, CP.  For 
information the specific sites and dates of New Jersey urban rebellions, see National Advisory Commission 
on Civil Disorders, Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (New York:  Bantam 
Books, 1968), 161. 
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sentiment was not universally shared among the Model Cities programs throughout the 

state.  In Trenton, the local NAACP protested the submission of the city’s Model Cities 

proposal because the mayor, Carmen Armenti did not to consult with the NAACP and 

other community groups.  According to Catherine Graham, the president of the Trenton 

branch, Armenti’s actions purposefully ignored the “community involvement and 

cooperation,” requirements of the program.1  The Kentucky NAACP voiced similar 

concerns as well.2   

   While the 1967 Green Amendment discussed at the end of the previous chapter 

signaled to some an end to the promise of community action, in this chapter turn to the 

Model Cities Program and inquire into the ways in which it borrowed from and diverged 

from the CAP.  This new iteration, officially called citizen participation was a logical 

outgrowth of the era’s broad goals of managing and conflict and crisis through inclusion.  

The passage of Model Cities in 1966 was not only a response to the failures and limits of 

urban renewal and the aversion to social programs from conservatives in congress, but 

also to the challenges posed by contemporary social movements and increasingly vocal 

calls for “Power to the People.”3  While it is true that the growing academic and social 

interest in urban poverty contributed to the growing impetus for novel approaches, the 

Model Cities Program also revealed the level to which the civil rights movement and the 

                                                
1 Catherine Graham to Walter Farr, 3/25/1968, RG 207, A1/115, Box 21, NARA, CP. 
2 Victoria Brown and Isiah Smith to Walter Farr, 10 April 1968, RG 207, A1/115, Box 21, NARA, CP. 
3 Throughout the period of urban renewal, city officials and affected residents often clashed over visions of 
what renewal should look like.  Typically, cities believed slum clearance and new structures, parks, and 
commercial centers would strengthen neighborhoods.  Neighborhood residents, conversely, had goals that 
were less concerned with physical structures and more interested in improved municipal services, better 
schools, better police protection, and other social services.  See for example, Jennifer Hock, “Bulldozers, 
Busing, and Boycotts:  Urban Renewal and the Integrationist Project,” The Journal of Urban History 39, 
no. 3 (May 2013), 439.  See also, W. Dennis Keating, “Federal Policy and Poor Urban Neighborhoods,” in 
Rebuilding Urban Neighborhoods:  Achievements, Opportunities and Limits, ed. W. Dennis Keating and 
Norman Krumholz (Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1999), 21. 
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growing dissatisfaction of the racialized urban poor had grabbed the attention of officials 

in Washington.4  However the controversies described above illuminate the highly 

contested ways in which city officials and local activists negotiated the boundaries of 

inclusion and participation.  Governor Hughes’ positive report that the Model Cities 

Program gave municipal authorities the tools to channel Black Power and community 

rage into collaborative networks with municipal institutions and authorities represented 

the best case scenario for federal and local officials.   

 

Image 2.1:  Power to the People, Watts, CA, 1969.  This photograph, taken in Watts, 
California, illustrates the energies of grassroots political formations that ran counter to 
the War on Poverty liberal state.5 
 

Conversely, the myriad grassroots demands for self-determination and community control 

that challenged the boundaries of inclusion and exposed the War on Poverty state’s 

contradictions and limits created a crisis of governance for federal and local officials.   

                                                
4 While the Model Cities Program came to represent the central and broadest urban initiative of the era, 
officials also considered new ideas like urban development corporations and the literal construction of new 
towns, before focusing its attentions on the Model Cities Program.  See Judson James, “Federalism and the 
Model Cities Experiment,” Publius 2, no. 1, (Spring 1972), 72. 
5 RG 207-MPF, Photographic Prints of Urban Destruction Caused by Riots and Rehabilitation, Box 1, 
NARA, CP. 
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Taking this as a starting point, I situate the Model Cities Program within the scope 

of War on Poverty governmentality and the state’s efforts to manage and contain crisis 

through the deployment of participatory citizenship.  I argue that the processes of 

mapping Model Neighborhood boundaries and deployments of citizen participation were 

central to War on Poverty rationalities and strategies of governance.  The guidelines for 

the drawing of boundaries—physical and conceptual—fixed the state’s gaze on discrete 

spaces and communities that were, by the nature of federal mapping guidelines, already 

easily constructed as pathological.  Taking a national view before moving to individual 

case studies in subsequent chapters, I examine how the processes of planning and 

implementation reveals how federal officials’ concerns about the dual threats of urban 

poverty and radical oppositional formations informed the logic behind the politics of 

inclusion.  Even when the actual implementation of the program in individual cities 

diverged from the original intention of federal planners, the national perspective 

illuminates the level to which the Black freedom movement and nascent Asian, Latino, 

and Caribbean civil rights movements had reached the point of crisis for the state as well 

as it urgently moved to mollify opposition.  I first track the passage of the program and its 

underlying rationalities of governance.  I then point to example from individual cities that 

either drew national attention or were representative of the kinds of conflicts between 

local officials and grassroots communities over the boundaries of participation that 

animated the life of the program.  

 After a brief discussion of the Model Cities legislation itself and the context out of 

which it emerged, I turn to Model Cities planning and guidelines to explore how they 

simultaneously pathologized urban space and racialized minority community formations 
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and established the contours and criteria of normative participatory citizenship.  Further, 

notions of “community” were filtered through existing frameworks about race, urban 

space, and culture and the state’s desire to create networks and spaces that brought 

residents and communities into mainstream political institutions and practices.  Beyond 

common metrics used to evaluate urban programs like job creation, neighborhood 

beautification, and improved services, the Model Cities Program required that target area 

communities demonstrate a clear understanding of their most pressing needs and develop 

appropriate and effective strategies to combat them.  To fully parse this out, I focus on the 

process by which cities crafted applications.  I begin with an examination of HUD’s 

planning guidelines and show how the state drew the boundaries of inclusion and the 

appropriate performances of participation for target area residents. 

 Next, I turn to the actual creation of Model Neighborhoods.  One of the first 

prerequisites for entry into the program was that municipal leaders and community 

members create a target area “neighborhood”—much smaller than the city at large—for 

the program.  These Model Neighborhoods were geographic abstractions that needed to 

fulfill certain markers related to housing, services, income levels, and racial and ethnic 

demographics.  The mapping of Model Neighborhoods also puts into focus the kinds of 

debates over community power and federal control that occurred over the life of the 

program.  In seeking to secure federal funding, local officials drew boundaries that often 

bisected existing neighborhood and community networks of support and affinity.  In 

much the same way that earlier iterations of the War on Poverty constructed the racialized 

minority urban poor as lacking the community networks needed to sustain neighborhood 

life, the Model Cities Program rejected already existing local formations and strove to 
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(re)create “new” communities that could participate effectively in government programs 

and institutions.  Here I track both the broad governing rationalities underpinning the 

mapping of Model Neighborhoods and then turn to the controversies and contestations 

that emerged from it.  Using the mapping of the West Oakland and Los Angeles Model 

Neighborhoods as examples, I show the importance of proper mapping for acceptance 

into the program and consider the ways that Model Neighborhood maps reinscribed and 

fixed ideas about race and urban space.  

 Finally, I shift to the centerpiece and most controversial aspect of the Model 

Cities Program—the program’s requirement of citizen participation.  The inclusion of 

previously marginalized urban residents into the sphere of participatory democracy was at 

the core of War on Poverty governance.  The requirement of citizen participation in 

Model Cities was part of that broader logic.  I argue that these guidelines constructed the 

ideal participatory citizen as someone who worked within mainstream politics and 

rejected radical oppositional formations.  Inasmuch as citizen participation represented a 

belief that pressing problems were best dealt with at the local level and with the active 

engagement of communities, it was also a pivotal governing strategy.  As I show in this 

section, federal and local officials strove to absorb proper performances of participation 

and subsequently marginalized and demonized alternative and oppositional formations as 

undeserving of civic membership.  Both the “citizen” and “participation” in this context 

were highly circumscribed categories that served the regulatory impulses of liberal 

governance.6     

                                                
6 In my analysis of the Model Cities Program I draw from theorizations of power and governance under 
liberalism.  In his discussion of biopolitics, Michel Foucault noted that the rise of liberalism in the 
nineteenth century was coupled with a new form of power in which authority sought to demonstrate power 
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Planning for Model Cities 

 On October 14th, 1966 Congress passed the Demonstration and Metropolitan 

Development Act.7  Title I of the act provided for a new program that would aim to 

substantially improve the quality of life and physical environment of blighted urban 

areas; this was the Model Cities Program.  The increased attention to the problems of 

poverty in urban spaces was the culmination of this new approach to urban rehabilitation.  

Rather than a myopic focus on the built structure of cities, the Model Cities Program 

approached the problems plaguing them through a multi-dimensional focus the social and 

cultural problems as well.  The act itself declared a need for a “comprehensive” approach 

to urban rehabilitation, tying together the physical and social problems of city life.  The 

program was also meant to provide cities with the means to “rebuild or revitalize large 

slum and blighted areas, expand housing, job and income opportunities, reduce 

dependency on welfare payments, improve educational facilities and programs, combat 

disease and ill health, reduce the incidence of crime and delinquency, enhance 

recreational and cultural opportunities, establish better access between homes and jobs, 

                                                                                                                                            
not only over individuals but over populations.   This form of power was not based on coercion but rather 
on nurturing the capacities of individuals and populations for the productive benefit of society.  I describe 
the program as a form of power in which the federal government in concert with local municipal authorities 
sought to manage urban neighborhoods and communities.  Foucault’s discussions of biopolitical power 
offer a useful framework for thinking about the Model Cities Program and the politics of inclusion.  It is 
also important to note that while I think it is productive to consider the Model Cities Program as a form of 
population management, that does not mean that this kind of regulatory power cannot operate 
simultaneously to individualized and disciplinary technologies of power.   I argue, then, that the program 
functioned both as a regulatory project aimed at identifying and improving community life at the 
population level, while simultaneously seeking to train and shape the productive capacities of individual 
urban residents into productive citizens.  See, Michel Foucault, “Society Must be Defended,” Lectures at 
the College de France, 1975-76 (New York:  Picador, 1997), 245-50. 
7 Lest their be any confusion about the disdain many in Congress had for the proposed program and the 
overriding logic of citizen participation and community action as put forth in the CAP, the Model Cities 
Act only passed by a margin of 146 to 142 in the House of Representatives and Congress only appropriated 
47% of the money requested by the Johnson administration.  That fact, along with the passage of the Green 
Amendment the year before signaled both the results of political infighting in Washington and helped to 
establish the contours of inclusion as always limited and contested. 
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and generally improve living conditions for the people who live in such areas.”8  The idea 

for Model Cities came from the labor leader Walter Reuther who, in May 1965, President 

Johnson a memo in which he introduced the idea for a program in which cities would 

demonstrate they were “capable of mobilizing local resources” to rehabilitate urban 

spaces.  Emphasizing neighborhood participation would show, “particularly to the 

affected residents and to residents of similar areas elsewhere, that concern for and service 

to people” were essential ingredients to rebuilding central cities.9   

 The early planning for Model Cities also reflected the belief that the experiences 

and local knowledge of neighborhood residents necessitated community action.  The 

Wood-Haar Task Force stated that only when “citizens participate in the planning of their 

own community program can they fully comprehend and support it.”10  Previous efforts 

at community inclusion—which was part of the Housing Act of 1954—were met with 

opposition from municipal officials who complained that nurturing the participation of 

those affected by programs delayed the process of enacting policy.  But in planning for 

Demonstration Cities, the task force argued delays in planning and implementation were 

necessary if they ultimately included the widespread participation.  Part of this was 

simply political logistics; task force members reasoned that without the approval of local 

communities, programs often end up stuck in legislative chambers unable to garner the 

necessary votes for passage.  Incorporating the opinions of those who impacted by these 

programs allowed for some testing of public reaction and would increase the chances of 

                                                
8 Improving the Quality of Life:  Model Neighborhoods in Demonstration Cities, 1965, RG 207, A1/126, 
Box 4, NARA, CP, i. 
9 “A Framework for Center City Demonstration Projects,” Presidential Task Force on Urban Problems, 
Legislative Background-Model Cities, Box 1, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 5. 
10 “Community-Wide Citizen Participation,” Presidential Task Force on Urban Problems, Legislative 
Background-Model Cities, Box 1, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 114. 
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successful passage of legislation and programs, which reflected the needs and wants of 

communities from the outset.11  But we should not ignore the strategic aspects of 

community inclusion. 

 From the beginning the Model Cities Program concerned itself with racial 

equality while simultaneously propping up the very structures that produced and 

sustained racial inequality.  The act itself revealed the level to which postwar racial 

liberalism—or a growing belief that racism and racial subjugation were incompatible 

with the American tenets of rights, freedom, equality, and justice—permeated American 

culture.  While there was little question that much of the War on Poverty and its 

interventions into urban life were directed at racialized minority communities, 

congressional compromise limited the responsibility of the federal government to put an 

end to structures of racial inequality.  In its original form, bill any housing programs 

aided through the program needed to make the elimination of racial segregation as a 

central objective.  This was stricken from the bill during congressional debate.  The final 

version of the bill also removed any language allowing the Secretary of HUD to require 

the busing of children into integrated schools as a condition of assistance.  From the 

beginning, then the potential for racial remediation was limited and indeed reinforced the 

structures of racial inequality. 

 The Model Cities Program in many ways represented a logical outgrowth of the 

increasing urbanization and racialization of the War on Poverty.12  It was a pivotal 

                                                
11 “Community-Wide Citizen Participation,” Presidential Task Force on Urban Problems, Legislative 
Background-Model Cities, Box 1, Folder 1, LBJ Library, 116. 
12 The idea for the Model Cities Program came out of the discussions among members of the Wood-Haar 
Task Force in 1965.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the Task Force was convened to discuss 
alternative approaches to urban renewal which critics observed failed improve the lives of the urban 
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governing strategy in which social problems could be managed and controlled at the local 

level and through the participation of the targeted communities themselves.  The central 

dynamics of the program represented an articulation of the ways in which power and 

political authority could be simultaneously redistributed and concentrated.  Even though 

it followed the supposed failures of the Community Action Program, Johnson used the 

same language promoting citizen participation in his description of Model Cities.  He 

said, “To be effective, concerted attacks on city problems must be planned by the cities 

themselves” and that to receive federal grants cities needed to develop imaginative and 

comprehensive plans that enlisted the public and private resources to put plans into 

action.13  Further, cities would only be eligible for Model Cities funds if they employed 

“widespread citizen participation in the program” and provided “maximum opportunities 

for employing residents of the area in all phases of the program, and enlarged 

opportunities for work and training.”14 

 In order to receive funds, city’s had to prepare applications for HUD evaluation.  

HUD guidelines reveal the level to which the spatialized and racialized constructions of 

poverty had become normalized among federal officials.  In order to receive federal 

                                                                                                                                            
residents even when it was successful in remaking many of the physical structures of cities.  It was 
becoming increasingly clear that urban renewal was actually exacerbating many of the problems it 
purported to solve.  By forcing the urban poor out of their homes and neighborhoods to make room for 
slum clearance, it displaced too many individuals and communities and was increasingly referred to as 
“Negro removal.”  In addition, the crisis in cities was only made more stark by the expansion of suburban 
development in migration in the post-War period.  As HUD Secretary Wood told a group of public 
administrators in 1968, America now lived in a “sweet and sour” dichotomy with “select residential 
suburb[s] of sound community living” and urban areas where 20 million lived in poverty, and “the Negro, 
Puerto Rican, migrant mountaineer and Mexican-American are still trapped by a wall of denial, lack of 
opportunity and prejudice.”  “Citizen Participation in the Administrative Process,” Speech By Robert C. 
Wood, 28 March 1968, Administrative Background-HUD, Box 2, Folder 4, LBJ Library, 2. 
13 James Sundquist, Making Federalism Work:  A Study of Program Coordination at the Community Level 
(Washington D.C., The Brookings Institute, 1969), 79. 
14 Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act of 1966, Legislative Background-Model Cities, 
Box 2, Folder 6, LBJ Library. 
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funds, communities were required to “demonstrate an understanding of the problems, 

their causes, and how they can be solved.”15  This necessarily required a kind of narrative 

tightrope in which the city demonstrated critical problems and need, while at the same 

time providing inventive and dynamic plans.  In order to win planning funds, throughout 

1966 and 1967, cities developed their own narrative histories in which they explained the 

level of blight and despair of their city and residents, the degree to which racial tensions 

had grown, and the urgency of receiving federal funds.16  A successful application also 

needed to demonstrate local “commitment and capacity” to make substantial impact on 

the problems plaguing their neighborhoods. Planning and problem diagnoses, in this 

regard, were a critically important to HUD officials, based on the belief that communities 

and city residents themselves held unique knowledge and were best able to diagnose the 

problems plaguing them.  In other words, drawing from an institutional belief in the 

culture of poverty and the pathologies of poor communities, the central component of 

problem diagnoses involved trying to understand how communities themselves were 

responsible for their own condition of poverty.  There were obviously hints of “blaming 

the poor” in this framing but it also reveals the level to which the idea that the conditions 

                                                
15 Improving the Quality of Life:  Model Neighborhoods in Demonstration Cities, 1965, RG 207, A1/126, 
Box 4, 2. 
16 By May 1967 HUD had received 193 applications for Model Cities Program planning funds coming from 
47 states, the District and Columbia, and Puerto Rico.   Even though Congressional Republicans opposed 
much of the program and sought to slash federal funding from President Johnson’s requested $662 million 
to only $12 million in planning funds, external forces soon changed the political calculus of even those 
most opposed to the program and to liberal governance in general.  As riots broke out through American 
cities in the summer of 1967, Americans became convinced that drastic measures were needed and Johnson 
administration officials stressed to members of Congress that the Model Cities Program was the ideal 
approach.  By September Congress appropriated $300 million.   By November, HUD Secretary Robert 
Weaver announced planning grants for another 63 cities ranging from the small (Pikeville, Kentucky and 
its population of 5,000) to major urban centers like New York, Chicago, and Detroit.   See Model Cities and 
Governmental Relations, Administrative History-HUD, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library, 16; and Model Cities 
and Governmental Relations, Administrative History-HUD, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library, 24. 
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of poverty fed on itself and led to its own growth had become normalized at the highest 

levels of government.  

 Finally, the program was a response to critiques from city officials that the 

Community Action Program was nothing more than a breeding ground for political 

radicalism and the subversion of mainstream political authority and from liberal policy-

makers and the residents that community action was an important and necessary new 

approach.  Or to put in terms that the American public would understand, a monitored 

and collaborative political participation would be “better for everyone than throwing 

Molotov cocktails through liquor store windows” and if successful according to HUD 

Secretary Robert Weaver, may overwhelm the “militants who just want to oppose.”17  

Citizen participation under the Model Cities Program was conceptualized as of a form of 

inclusion to be implemented through city governments—the very structures that the 

Community Action Program had originally been designed to bypass.18  In crafting the 

program, planners maintained a commitment to “citizen participation” in newly 

circumscribed ways.  Citizen participation in the Model Cities Program also represented a 

compromise of sorts between municipal officials, conservatives in Congress, and 

community action groups.  While the actual requirements of inclusion were unclear and 

always contested in the Community Action Program, the Model Cities Program sought to 

foster community action, replacing “maximum feasible participation” with “widespread 

citizen participation.”  At the same time, Model Cities Program administration was 

housed not in independent Community Action Agencies but in City Demonstration 
                                                
17 Donald Sterling, “Cities’ No. 1 Job is Organizing the Poor,” The Oregon Journal, 15 December 1967, 
Administrative History-HUD, Box 2, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
18 Robert Halpern, Rebuilding the Inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives to Address Poverty in 
the United States (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 118. 



 

 

119 
 

Agencies (CDA). In many cases CDAs were the cities themselves, but even if they were 

not, they were required to be a public agency which rested ultimate authority with city 

hall.  The compromised nature of political participation under the Model Cities Program 

underscored a concerted effort by government authorities to constrain the excesses of 

political inclusion and participatory democracy.  

 

Image 2.2:  Model Cities Citizen Participation, Trenton, NJ.  This photograph from the 
Trenton Model Cities Office showed the promise of citizen participation.19 
 

 Because of the decentralized nature of the Model Cities Program and its city-by-

city approach to funding appropriations, it was the responsible of individual cities to 

demonstrate their need and capacity to federal officials.  Problem diagnoses and analysis 

was central to the creation of a city’s self-narrative.  According to an instructional manual 

                                                
19 The Mayor and Model Cities, RG 88/A1, Box 15, NARA, CP.   
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sent out to cities to help them prepare planning applications, the most important aspect of 

the Model Cities Program was to improve the quality of life for all of the residents of 

target area neighborhoods.  All proposed projects and activities were required to create 

the conditions for the “full participation” of area residents in the economic, social, and 

political mainstream of civic life.20  In order to achieve that ultimate goal, individual 

cities’ planning committees needed to methodically examine the “educational, health, 

employment, income, housing, environmental, and other problems” Model Neighborhood 

residents faced and consider the ways these problems were “influenced or caused by the 

actions and attitudes of residents of the wider community.”21   

 The Model Cities Administration in its evaluation of planning applications cited 

inadequate citizen participation mechanisms as the most common shortcoming.  All but 

one of the cities chosen had to extensively amend their citizen participation proposals 

before they could officially move forward.22  Model Cities plans needed to have a 

structure in place whereby residents would have “direct access to the decision-making 

process.”  In other words, citizen participation was meant to move beyond tokenism—

frequent critiques of the Community Action Program—and include communities in 

meaningful ways in the planning and implementation of the program.   

 Immediately following the assignation of the participating cities, a group of 50 

reporters went on a sponsored tour in December 1967 to report on the crisis in cities the 

potential of Model Cities to alleviate urgent problems.  One reporter, Donald Sterling 

from The Oregon Journal, anticipated the familiar attacks from conservative Whites 
                                                
20 Model Cities Planning Requirements, Administrative History-HUD, Box 2, Folder 4, LBJ Library, 1. 
21 Model Cities Planning Requirements, Administrative History-HUD, Box 2, Folder 4, LBJ Library, 2. 
22 Model Cities and Governmental Relations, Administrative History-HUD, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library, 
30. 
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fearing the federal government was arming radical groups with political power, and 

argued that the Model Cities Program was in fact about power.  It was about giving 

power to African Americans in cities.  But it was not the kind of power advocated by H. 

Rap Brown or Stokely Carmichael.  Rather Sterling assured readers that the Model Cities 

Program could in fact funnel the anger and frustrations of urban Blacks attracted to 

political radicalism into more “productive” political projects like keeping neighborhood 

schools open later during the week or providing some assistance to rural migrants moving 

into public housing projects like Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis.23   

Mapping Model Neighborhoods and the Fiction of Communities 

 The first thing a city needed to do before it could proceed with its plans was 

create a Model Neighborhood.  This process involved physical and conceptual mapping.  

In the process of mapping Model Neighborhood boundaries, city officials produced 

narratives that naturalized ideas about race and community in ways that erased existing 

affiliations and networks of support. The Model Neighborhood was to become the site of 

government intervention and its successes or failures would symbolize the issues facing 

the city at large.  Federal criteria for developing Model Neighborhoods required that the 

area have the potential for “viable neighborhoods” and that the boundaries were 

“logically related to the particular social and physical problems which the local program 

is designed to solve.”24  HUD also established a maximum size of potential Model 

Neighborhoods by limiting them to areas with populations of no more than 10% of the 

                                                
23 Donald Sterling, “Power for the Poor Key to Model Cities Program” The Oregon Journal, 14 December 
1967, Administrative History-HUD, Box 2, Folder 2, LBJ Library. 
24 Improving the Quality of Life:  Model Neighborhoods in Demonstration Cities, 1965, RG 207, A1/126, 
Box 4, 8. 



 

 

122 
 

city’s total population.25  As a result, many large metropolitan areas were forced to dissect 

existing neighborhoods.  But at the same time, since the physical landscape component 

was for rehabilitation and conservation, areas considered beyond repair and ready for 

total clearance, would not be eligible; only those areas with substantial numbers of 

buildings amenable to rehabilitation and long-term use.26  The Model Neighborhood also 

needed to be characterized by social and economic pressures resulting from declining 

urban economies, poverty, unemployment, overcrowding, low education and skill level, 

and crime and delinquency.27  In other words, a Model Neighborhood needed to be 

pathological, but not so exceptionally so that there was no hope for the future.28   

 Planning and the creation of Model Neighborhoods was also tied to the 

construction of a racialized knowledge of urban space.29  This “spatial knowledge” tied to 

race and the pathologization of culture were the primary objects of intervention in 

diagnosing urban America, not institutional and structural racism and the inequities 

                                                
25 Model Cities and Governmental Relations, Administrative History-HUD, Box 1, Folder 2, LBJ Library, 
16. 
26 Improving the Quality of Life:  Model Neighborhoods in Demonstration Cities, 1965, RG 207, A1/126, 
Box 4, 9. 
27 Improving the Quality of Life:  Model Neighborhoods in Demonstration Cities, 1965, RG 207, A1/126, 
Box 4, 9. 
28 The decision to limit attention to a dissected area of the city immediately created political controversies 
that weakened the potential for active municipal support in the Model Neighborhoods.  According to a 
congressional progress report, many mayors maintained a somewhat ambivalent relationship to the Model 
Cities Program for fear that it would be politically disadvantageous to show active support for one area of 
the city over another—and especially one poor area over another.   See, “Model Cities Impact on Better 
Communities,” Subcommittee on Housing of the Committee of Banking and Currency, House of 
Representatives, 93rd Congress 1st Session, December 1973, 9. 
29 Scholars have long argued that mapping and cartographic rendering of space is never value neutral.  They 
reveal social relations as well as serve as instruments of control and authority.  See for example, J.B. 
Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” in The Iconography of Landscape:  Essays on the Symbolic 
Representation, Design, and Use of Past Environments, ed. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels 
(Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1988), James Scott, Seeing Like a State:  How Certain Schemes 
to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1998);  Nayan Shah, 
Contagious Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley:  University of 
California Press, 2001); Robert R. Churchill, “Urban Cartography and the Mapping of Chicago,” 
Geographical Review 94, no. 1 (January 2004). 
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created by capitalism and deindustrialization.30  In what the historian and cultural critic 

George Lipsitz calls the “racialization of space and the spatialization of race,” he argues 

that “racially specific spatial imaginaries” reveal social relations and inequalities in 

particular spaces.31  In reference to mapping practices specifically, James C. Scott argues 

that the purpose of maps is to “abstract and summarize” space; to produce a “truth” or 

narrative about bounded and abstracted space.32  Mapping has also been used to define 

discrete racialized groups in fixed spaces in ways that contributed to “spatial 

understandings of culture and race.”33  Yet these abstracted, mapped Model 

Neighborhood spaces elided the fluidity and diversity of community and spatial 

affiliations grassroots residents imagined and experienced in their daily lives.  As the 

sociologist Sudhir Venkatesh writes:  “the imposition of a map will always be somewhat 

artificial, if not contentious.”34  The mapping of Model Neighborhoods not only 

abstracted space, it abstracted community as well. 

 In order to manage and absorb urban populations, the Model Cities Program 

required that cities identify the populations in question.  This included detailed 

quantitative reference to the different racial and ethnic communities living in the Model 

Neighborhood.  Planning guidelines also requested that in addition to collecting data on 

                                                
30 According to the geographer Sarah Elwood, spatial knowledge—or the “characteristics and meanings 
that individuals, social groups, and institutions ascribe to particular places”—is critically important to our 
understanding of power relations and differing levels of authority in different spaces.  See Sarah Elwood, 
“Beyond Cooptation or Resistance:  Urban Spatial Politics, Community Organizations, GIS-Based Spatial 
Narratives,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 96, no. 2 (June 2006), 323. 
31 George Lipsitz, “The Racialization of Space and the Spatialization of Race:  Theorizing the Hidden 
Architecture of Landscape,” Landscape Journal 26, no. 1, (2007), 13 
32 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State:  How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1998), 87. 
33 Henry Yu, Thinking Orientals:  Migration, Contact, and Exoticism in Modern America (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 47. 
34 Sudhir Venkatesh, “Chicago’s Pragmatic Planners:  American Sociology and the Myth of Community,” 
Social Science History 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001), 277. 
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the racial and ethnic make-up of the Model Neighborhood, cities identify the different 

“family types”—single or childless young adults for example—in order to be able to 

develop necessary programs.  On the surface, this makes perfect sense.  In order to 

intervene into the problems facing a community, the state needed to have the data and 

knowledge of its target populations.  But closer scrutiny on the categories of knowledge 

reveals exactly how the state understood the crisis in the cities, or at least, the limited 

interventions it was willing to make.  A focus on racial and ethnic categories and on 

family structures rather than the number of jobs lost through automation or the level of 

housing segregation outside city centers, placed the burden of urban pathology on 

racialized minorities and nonnormative family arrangements.  It suggested that family 

structure and racial demographics had explanatory power, but the damage done by urban 

renewal, housing and employment discrimination, and White racism did not.   

 The requirement that applicants demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of 

their local “race problems” in order to receive Model Cities funds also revealed how 

federal officials tied racialized and spatial knowledge in constructing Model 

Neighborhoods.  In 1968, following the submission of the first-round of applications, a 

government evaluation team ranked city applications for their relative strength and 

potential.  Following confidential meetings, the evaluations were sent to Nathan Maryn at 

the Office of Policy Coordination with handwritten letter grades next to short descriptions 

of the applications of individual cities.  The comments and evaluation provide unique 

insight into the ways in which the Model Cities Program simultaneously diagnosed and 

pathologized urban space while seeking to alleviate its symptoms.  For example, the team 

gave Richmond, Virginia’s application an A grade in part because of the mapping of its 
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Model Neighborhood.  Because the Model Neighborhood was “93% Negro” and 

“geographically isolated,” it offered great potential as a site of intervention.  Those cities 

that received low grades were criticized both for a lack of attention to citizen 

participation but also for a dearth of analysis and understanding of the racial knowledge 

of the area.  Both San Bernardino, California and Ogden, Utah for example received low 

grades because their applications demonstrated poor understanding of their cities’ 

“Mexican American problems.”35   

 The Model Neighborhoods, the physical sites of intervention, were geographic 

abstractions.  In drawing Model Neighborhoods, cities imagined communities not 

through existing political, cultural, or familial ties but rather through spatial 

constructions.  In much the same way early War on Poverty programs and particularly the 

Community Action Program were concerned with manufacturing a sense of community 

where it supposedly did not exist, the Model Cities Program went one step further by 

creating community as physically bounded and mappable space.  In order to qualify for 

federal funds, cities drew boundaries to incorporate the necessary population and racial 

and ethnic diversity.  The Model Neighborhood was not a preexisting neighborhood for 

all the people drawn into it.  According Sherry Arnstein, the Chief Advisor on Citizen 

Participation in HUD’s Model Cities Administration, no Model Neighborhood 

represented “my neighborhood” for all those bound within it and in most cases, it 

contained several “communities” and “neighborhoods” that were erased by MN 

boundaries.36  Yet for the purposes of participation in the program, the Model Cities 

                                                
35 Model Evaluation Meeting, 6/7/1968, RG 378, A1/14, Box 38, NARA, CP. 
36 Sherry Arnstein, “Citizen Participation in Model Cities Working Paper,” 1968, RG 378, A1/14, Box 39, 
NARA, CP, 45.  Mapping at the “neighborhood” or “community” scale served important governing 
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Program planning committees created an artificiality of affinities and networks that 

fulfilled the War on Poverty state’s singular definition of pathological urban community.    

 Taken together, the mapping of poverty areas lumped together the cultural 

pathologies of poverty, economic want, and physical dilapidation and drew them as 

discrete, contained spaces onto the city’s geography.  The abstractions that became Model 

Neighborhoods were the result of the OEO and the War on Poverty’s interest in 

identifying poverty problems not only as they pertained to people but to “areas” or 

“neighborhoods.”37  In 1966, the OEO undertook the task of collecting census 

information for the purpose of mapping the most critical poverty areas in the country.  It 

outlined major concentrations of poverty in Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas 

(SMSAs) with populations of 250,000 or more.  Using data from the 1960 Census, the 

OEO determined that out of the 100 SMSAs that fit the population criteria, there were 

193 areas defined as critical.  In defining the so-called “poverty areas” the OEO used 

criteria that went beyond financial metrics and represented the level to which the 

discursive construction of poverty as a cultural effect had permeated governmental 

thought.  In addition to using the percentage of families with cash incomes under $3,000 

and the level of housing dilapidation in the area, it also defined poverty areas by looking 

at the percentage of children under 18 not living with both parents, percentage of males 

under 25 with less than 8 years of school completed, and the percentage of “unskilled” 

                                                                                                                                            
strategies.  Scholars working in critical geographer have argued that city authorities often settle at 
neighborhood or community level as the appropriate scale because it limits certain communities’ abilities to 
influence broader urban politics.  See Elwood, “Beyond Cooptation or Resistance:  Urban Spatial Politics, 
Community Organizations, GIS-Based Spatial Narratives,” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 96, no. 2 (June, 2006), 324. 
37 Maps of Major Concentrations of Poverty, RG 381, A1/30, Box 458, NARA, CP. 
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male workers over 14 in the civilian labor force.38  The data collection that went into 

poverty area maps also revealed the racialized characteristics of urban poverty.  As of 

March 1966, more than half (57%) of all non-White families residing in SMSAs of 

250,000 or more lived in poverty areas, compared to one-tenth of White families.39  As is 

clear, many of the signifiers of poverty that were institutionalized during the early 

planning phases of the War on Poverty found their way into the spatial construction of 

poverty in planning for this explicitly urban program.  Further, the decision to include 

non-economic criteria was also indicative of the racialization of the poverty program.  In 

establishing these criteria, the OEO also compared the results against tracts ranked by 

income alone.  Tracts ranked using all five poverty criteria contained proportionately 

more non-Whites than tracts ranked only by family income.40   

 When taken together, the delineation of Model Neighborhoods throughout the 

nation played a central role in producing a link between race and the nation’s so-called 

urban problem.  Although Model Neighborhoods ranged in size from the large cities like 

New York to smaller ones like Smithville, Tennessee, they shared similar characteristics 

that made them legible to federal officials.  In the aggregate they trailed the cities at large 

in health indices and access to medical care and facilities.  They also faced overcrowding 

and building dilapidation at much higher rates than the cities as a whole.  Educational 

access and achievement were also sorely lacking in the Model Neighborhoods.  In 

Newark, New Jersey for example, ten of the fourteen elementary schools in the city’s 

Model Neighborhood operated at 112% of capacity and were responsible for teaching 
                                                
38 Maps of Major Concentrations of Poverty, RG 381, A1/30, Box 458, NARA, CP. 
39 Characteristics of Families Residing in Poverty Areas, 1966, Office Files of White House Aides-Fred 
Panzer, Box 394, Folder 5, LBJ Library. 
40 Maps of Major Concentrations of Poverty, RG 381, A1/30, Box 458, NARA, CP. v. 
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51% more students than originally planned.  The problems of overcrowding were 

exacerbated by the fact that the school buildings themselves were in disarray, having been 

constructed before 1901.41  As a whole the Model Neighborhoods also housed a 

disproportionate amount of unemployed workers and welfare cases.   

 In developing “neighborhoods” for their Model Cities Program applications, cities 

drew from the OEO’s SMSA poverty mapping.  In what follows, I compare Model 

Neighborhood maps in Oakland and Los Angeles to demonstrate the ways in which cities 

needed to create spaces that were compatible with the era’s discursive constructions of 

race and urban space.  In West Oakland, planners drew their Model Neighborhood with 

Broadway on the East, MacArthur Boulevard and the Emeryville City Limits on the 

North, Oakland Army Depot on the West, and the Naval Supply Depot on the South.  The 

area was almost completely contained by the SMSA poverty area in Oakland at large.  

The area chosen also included parts of the Emery and Berkeley neighborhoods also 

contained in the SMSA poverty area of the city and whose population was nearly 70% 

non-White.42  Part of the negotiation between HUD and local Model Cities Program 

planning boards was to create a neighborhood that was exceptional in its need, yet 

immediately recognizable to federal officials who approached urban poverty with a set of 

expectations about race and urban space.  In comparison to the rest of the city, the West 

Oakland Model Neighborhood had much a much higher proportion of welfare cases, 

single-parent households, severe unemployment, and dilapidated housing.  

                                                
41 “Model Cities Impact on Better Communities,” Subcommittee on Housing of the Committee of Banking 
and Currency, House of Representatives, 93rd Congress 1st Session, December 1973, 24. 
42 Oakland:  A Demonstration City, RG 207, A1/97, Box 12, NARA, CP, 4. 
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 Beyond the blight of the physical structures in the Model Neighborhood target 

area, planners also argued that it was posed potential threats to public health.  The rate of 

Tuberculosis in West Oakland was seven times higher than in the city and incidences of 

gonorrhea were 4 times higher as well.  While the Model Neighborhood comprised only 

about 9% of the total population of the city, it had 20% of the cases of measles, 51% of 

syphilis, and 70% of congenital syphilis.43  In addition rates of infant mortality were also 

much higher in the Model Neighborhood.44  In addition, drug addiction was five times 

greater and alcoholism was four times greater.45  In effect, in applying for Model Cities 

Program funds, municipal officials and the citizens recruited for planning mapped a 

physical and conceptual geography that confirmed the underlying logics of poverty 

knowledge.  In planning documents, little mention is made of existing “community” as 

defined by the people living in the target area.46  Planners prioritized creating a 

neighborhood that was legible as a problem space over drawing from existing networks 

and affinities that defined community as residents defined it.   

                                                
43 Oakland Application for Model Cities Planning Grant, RG 207, A1/97, Box 12, NARA, CP, pIII, 74. 
44 Oakland Application for Model Cities Planning Grant, RG 207, A1/97, Box 12, NARA, CP, pII, 43. 
45 “Model Cities Impact on Better Communities,” Subcommittee on Housing of the Committee of Banking 
and Currency, House of Representatives, 93rd Congress 1st Session, December 1973, 23. 
46 Of course, as Oakland was the birthplace of the Black Panther Party, subsequent debates over competing 
definitions of community and control would carry significant weight.  The next chapter addresses these 
issues with a detailed exploration of the battles over community control and participation in West 
Oakland’s Model Cities Program. 
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Image 2.3:  Oakland Maps:  Map a) on the left shows the boundaries of the Oakland 
Model Neighborhood.  Map b) on the right the SMSA map of Oakland from 1960.  The 
dark outlined area contains most of the chosen Model Neighborhood area.47 
 
 The physical boundaries of the proposed Model Neighborhood in the planning 

stage had immense implications for cities hoping to receive Model Cities Program funds.  

Whereas Oakland mapped its Model Neighborhood to incorporate the worst cases of 

poverty and racial segregation in the city at large and was successful in receiving federal 

funds, other cities found that improper mapping could prevent their participation in the 

program.  Los Angeles represents a case in point of the importance of mapping a Model 

Neighborhood that was legible to federal officials.  In its initial planning application filed 

in 1967, the city chose Green Meadows South, “a small neighborhood of median 

disadvantage” and median poverty as its demonstration area.48  The area was chosen 

specifically because it represented “neither the best nor the worst” of urban blight.49  

                                                
47 Poverty Maps, RG 381, A1/30, Box 458, NARA, CP. 
 
48 Los Angeles Model Cities Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 27, NARA, CP, 1. 
49 Los Angeles Model Cities Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 27, NARA, CP, 2. 
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From the perspective of city planners, the Green Meadows South Neighborhood was a 

test site that upon which they would monitor successes and failures before expanding into 

more disadvantaged areas.  But when the first round of allocations for Model Cities 

Program funds were announced in 1968, Green Meadows South was passed over.50 

 In its 1970 planning documents, Los Angeles’ Model Cities Program announced 

the formation of two new Model Neighborhoods:  the East/Northeast Model 

Neighborhood and the Greater Watts Model Neighborhood.  Especially notable was the 

change of language that accompanied the expanded boundaries of the Los Angeles Model 

Cities Program.  The Greater Watts MN which included the original Green Meadows area 

was selected along with the East/Northeast Model Neighborhood, precisely because of 

the “severity and complexity of the problems” that plagued it.51  Including the Watts 

neighborhood was also necessary as it was an important symbol of urban crisis based on 

the 1965 rebellion against police harassment.  In Watts alone, 41.5% of all families had 

yearly incomes below the federal poverty level.52  The Greater Watts Model 

Neighborhood’s population was nearly 77% Black and 12% of its residents had Spanish 

surnames.53  Model Cities Program planners also described the area in terms of its 

physical problems.   

                                                
50 Federal Allocations for First Round Cities, RG 207, A1/88, Box 14, NARA, CP. 
51 Los Angeles Comprehensive Demonstration Plan, 1970, RG 207, A1/97, Box 28, NARA, CP, 1. 
52 Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship:  Black Los Angeles, Korean Kawasaki, and Community 
Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 63. 
53 Los Angeles Comprehensive Demonstration Plan, 1970, RG 207, A1/97, Box 28, NARA, CP, 2. 
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Image 2.4:  Los Angeles Model Neighborhood Target Area.  The East/Northeast MN is at 
the top of the map.  The Greater Watts MN is at the bottom, with the original Green 
Meadows MN sitting just to the west of Watts. 
 

From its substandard housing to decaying commercial structures to the segmentation of 

community because of railroad lines running through the area, planners argued that 

Greater Watts lacked a “homogenous community” and “residential identification with the 

environment.”54  In addition, contrasted to the city as a whole, Greater Watts had much 

lower family incomes, higher incidences of communicable diseases, higher rates of 

unemployment, and lower levels of investment in the area.   

 The shifting boundaries of Los Angeles’ Model Neighborhoods revealed the 

complicated but purposeful physical mapping of space in the Model Cities Program.  The 

Model Cities Program did not abide by already established neighborhood and community 

boundaries, but through individual cities’ desires to receive federal funds, planners 

abstracted spaces that were confirmed the discursive framework of racialized poverty 

                                                
54 Los Angeles Comprehensive Demonstration Plan, 1970, RG 207, A1/97, Box 28, NARA, CP, 2. 
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knowledge.  The mapping of Model Neighborhoods was also critically important to the 

production of racial knowledge of space in ways that would continue to have significant 

implications in the years that followed.   

Community Power:  Grassroots Demands for Community Power and the Limits of 
the Citizen Participation 

 The most controversial and contested aspect of the Model Cities Program was its 

requirement of widespread citizen participation.  Citizen participation was not simply an 

outgrowth of the intellectual streams that produced a belief in community action and a 

programmatic requirement, it was also a pivotal governing strategy.  Widespread citizen 

participation was meant to recognize and then develop the potential “competence” of 

individual and communities as participatory citizens.55  In that way, it was very much 

reminiscent of the Community Action Program.  At the same time, because the level of 

participation was mediated through the mayor’s office, some scholars have argued that 

the Model Cities Program was “set up to minimize rather than foster the participation of 

neighborhood residents in program planning and governance.”56  Indeed as some scholars 

noted contemporaneously, the Model Cities Program’s use of language—“widespread 

citizen participation” versus “maximum feasible participation”—might have signaled a 

retreat from the OEO.57  While there is certainly merit to this argument, it is important to 

consider that these constraints also created space for the active engagement of community 

organizations and individuals who challenged the limited scope of inclusion. 

                                                
55 Model Cities Planning Requirements, Administrative History-HUD, Box 2, Folder 4, LBJ Library, 3. 
56 Robert Halpern, Rebuilding the inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives to Address Poverty in 
the United States (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 122. 
57 See for example John Strange, “Citizen Participation in Community Action and Model Cities Programs,” 
Public Administration Review 32, (October 1972), 656. 
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As had been made clear not only in the debates around the Community Action 

Program but also in the Civil Rights Movement, urban insurrections, and rising Black 

Power, the urban racialized poor were becoming increasingly emboldened to challenge 

accepted and institutional deployments of proper performances of citizenship.  Many of 

the conflicts over inclusion versus community control and power played out within the 

Model Cities Program.  In 1968 HUD Assistant Secretary H. Ralph Taylor defined the 

federal government’s position on participation and its utility:  “The objective of the 

Model Cities program is to help develop the capacity to function in and use the system.”58  

That is, the absorption of previously marginalized subjects into the operations of 

government was a primary consideration of federal officials.  From the perspective of 

municipal officials, proper citizen participation also needed to be contained within 

accepted parameters.  One mayor, fearing the potential threats to mayoral complained 

that any proposals could be “shot down by one loudmouth who can carry people with him 

just because he says I represent the establishment.”59  This mayor expressed a sentiment 

held by many municipal officials:  that citizen participation should not be allowed to 

challenge mayoral authority or give legitimacy to oppositional formations.  It should 

instead help to foster consensus and cooperation. 

  Inasmuch as the Model Cities Program was interested in rebuilding America’s 

inner cities, it was also committed to training and forming the areas’ residents into what 

                                                
58 James Sundquist, Making Federalism Work:  A Study of Program Coordination at the Community Level 
(Washington, The Brookings Institution, 1969), 94.  As political theorists have noted, making institutions 
more responsive to the needs of citizens is the ideal outcome of citizen participation.  See for example, 
Jeffrey M. Berry, Kent E. Portney, Ken Thomson, The Rebirth of Urban Democracy (Washington D.C., 
The Brookings Institute, 1993), 5-7. 
59 James Sundquist, Making Federalism Work:  A Study of Program Coordination at the Community Level 
(Washington, The Brookings Institution, 1969), 92. 
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officials believed to be the proper performances of political participation.  HUD Secretary 

Robert Wood, perfectly articulated the governing logics of the Model Cities Program in 

his pleas to Congress to pass the legislation.  Not only could the program help to foster 

the trust of the nation’s most embattled citizens toward the government and the nation’s 

centers of power, the program would shape the conduct of the urban poor.  Through the 

cooperative efforts of local bureaucracy and neighborhood residents, the Model Cities 

Program would enable the most poor and disadvantaged to “become useful, productive 

citizens” prepared to properly participate in the “mainstream of American life.”60  

 Making aggrieved urbanites and the governments they distrusted allies in 

governing the cities they lived in was the epitomization of War on Poverty 

governmentality.  In official pronouncements government officials espoused a narrative 

of American exceptionalism and democratic participation in justifying the need for 

citizen participation.  HUD Secretary Robert Wood asked in a speech why, in a 

democracy should the government have to emphasize and demand the role of citizens in 

governance as it had in urban policy since 1964?  He asked further, “Why in a proudly 

pluralistic society that aims at the peaceful accommodation of all interests, should it be 

necessary to write into a law a guarantee of basic citizen interest.”61  According to this 

framing, citizen participation represented the very ideal democracy in American. But in 

the actual implementation of the Model Cities Program, citizen participation and the 

politics of inclusion carried within it a regulatory logic that deemed some citizens outside 

the boundaries of civic membership.  Alongside his idealism and celebration of 
                                                
60 “The Significance of the Demonstration Cities Program,” Robert Wood, ND, Office Files of White 
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democratic participation, Wood offered some hints into the governing rationality of the 

state in the establishment of citizen participation as a requirement for federal aid to cities.  

He argued that in order for the urban poor to become productive citizens, they needed the 

chance to “work as well as march, to speak, or to vote.”  Part of the strategic component 

of citizen participation then was to funnel some of the energies that went into political 

protest into “productive” forms of work in urban economies.  Further, he stated clearly 

the specific objective of citizen participation:  “the creation and sustenance of mutual 

trust between city governments and residents of developing neighborhoods.”   

 Citizen participation also became a signifier for race and power in America.  In 

the planning stages, conflicts arose over the racial distribution on Model Cities Program 

boards.  Introduced in the shadow of urban rebellions, many Whites resented what they 

believed an effort to pacify the Black community at the expense of poor Whites.  In 

Atlanta, White voters elected two Ku Klux Klan members to represent them in the Model 

Cities Program.  In Detroit, the Model Neighborhood target area populations evenly 

divided between White and Black residents, yet only one White persona was represented 

on the Model Cities Program board.  The specter of Black representation, even in 

mainstream political organization, outraged many White Detroiters, revealing sentiments 

about the level of “acceptable” inclusion of African Americans.  In 1968, Helen Banta ran 

for a seat on the Citizens Governing Board of Detroit’s Model Cities Program.  If she 

lost, she warned, the “board members may be all Negro even though the neighborhood is 

roughly half Negro and half white.”  This posed a particular threat to her Appalachian 

migrant constituency who saw the Model Cities Program only “as an attempt to pacify 

the Negro community so there won’t be another rebellion; they don’t see anything in it 



 

 

137 
 

for them.”  Of particular concern was the powerful position of Black women in Model 

Cities Program leadership.  According to David Cason Jr., director of the Detroit Model 

Cities Program, a board dominated by “strong-willed Negro females” was a cause for 

concern.  While Carson wanted Model Cities Program election to be open affairs, “they 

want the whole cake.”  Closer reading of the discussions in Detroit reveals more than a 

simple debate over who would reap the benefits of Model Cities largesse.  Indeed, White 

Detroit residents deployed racialized and gendered rhetoric to demonstrate the racial 

tensions underlying the debates.  Detroit minister Lewis L. Redmond said that when he 

brought about 50 Whites to attend a Model Cities meeting, they were quickly 

overpowered at the “hands of Negro women.”  Redmond said, the “haranguing and 

shouting were too much for my people.  They’re not used to such meanness.”  He 

continued, “Never again will I let them go.  The odds are too long against us.  So we’ll sit 

back and let than money for whites go the other way.  They’re growing Negro leaders 

while the poor whites go down, down, down.”62  From the perspective of the African 

American women themselves, their efforts were completely acceptable an indeed 

necessary.  In an interview for the Wall Street Journal, Lena Bivens said she and her 

community were suspicious of people like Cason who they believed were only interested 

in getting federal money and “spend[ing] it like you choose without the consulting the 

people of the community—that’s not going to happen.”  

 The contested nature of power in this context was critical from the perspective of 

those on both sides of the debate over citizen participation.  Assistant Secretary H. Ralph 
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Taylor told a group of housing and redevelopment officials that the necessity of citizen 

participation as a fundamental principle was no longer up for debate.  The Civil Rights 

Movement and the social revolution it engendered it made that clear.  But he cautioned, 

the Model Cities Program would not become a vehicle for citizen control over programs 

and cities.  By placing the final word authority in the mayor’s office, municipal 

governments maintained a check on the aspirations of individual residents and 

communities who looked to shift power away from official channels.  Based on the 

liberal integrationist rhetoric of the time, Taylor warned that separatism of any kind 

would not be tolerated in the Model Cities Program.  Wherever citizen participation was 

used as to create a “separate enclave” it would be stopped.  “Apartheid, whether 

voluntary or involuntary” would not be tolerated.63  Taylor’s words might be understood 

as a federal official taking a stand against racist attempts to keep racialized minority 

communities away from the centers of power.  But his remarks also reveal the level to 

which inclusion was an always constrained and delimited process.  Citizen participation 

in the Model Cities Program did not mean a shift in relations of power and authority.  

Rather participation, in its most idealistic form, represented a solidification of municipal 

power.  By bringing cities’ most disaffected residents into the sphere of municipal 

politics, the Model Cities Program re-channeled political opposition into an alliance in 

which residents and officials became partners in governing the city.   

 To solidify the point, Taylor made clear that the “city is clearly the dominant 

partner and that is how it should be in the Model Cities Program.”  But to avoid conflict 
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and appear distinct from the paternalism of previous eras, he stressed that cities should 

seek to build partnerships with residents.64  This was especially important as it pertained 

to racialized minority communities.  He proposed that the program offered perhaps the 

best and last opportunity to bring those who “retain[ed] some hope and faith in the 

system” into the sphere of mainstream politics while at the same remaining hopeful that it 

was still possible to recruit “those who [were] bitter, suspicious, cynical, and even 

hostile” towards the government.65  But it was those who had not yet been lost to the 

forces of radicalism and oppositionality that the Model Cities Program most needed to 

reach.  Although easing tensions groups openly hostile to the state, it was important that 

program officials not “let the effort to maintain communications with the hostile and 

negative minority prevent forward motion for the benefit of the community.”66   

 In another address, this time at the Model Cities Midwest Regional Conference in 

September 1968, Taylor spoke about the progress and problems faced in Model Cities 

Program implementation after the first ten months of the program.  The most significant 

victory as Taylor saw it, was the fact that cities and their residents had come to 

“recognize that they are partners in a joint effort” and that problems could be solved 

through government rather than outside it.  He continued that the Model Cities Program 

represented an “experiment in the sharing of power between government and citizen” in 

                                                
64 Scholars in the European context have made similar arguments about the “Community Development 
Programmes” England initiated in the 1970s.  According to this line of argument, community inclusion 
may be used to “obtain legitimacy, through incorporation, for public sector programmes, whilst having a 
minimal influence on decision-making processes.”  See Mike Raco, “Assessing Community Participation 
in Local Economic Development—Lessons for the New Urban Policy,” Political Geography 19 (2000), 
577. 
65 H. Ralph Taylor, Remarks to the National Association of Housing and Redevelopment Officials, 27 
September 1968, Office Files of White House Aides-James Gaither, Box 22, Folder 4, LBJ Library, 4. 
66 H. Ralph Taylor, Remarks to the National Association of Housing and Redevelopment Officials, 27 
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developing programs and institutions which would “help the individual overcome the 

feeling that he has no role to play in an impersonal society, no relationship to the 

decisions that determine his life.”67  The notion of “sharing power” was not, however, 

part of a utopian vision of democratic participation and inclusion.  Taylor said as much 

when outlining the rights of citizens and the government in Model Cities Program 

administration.  Citizens involved in the Model Cities Program had rights to “access and 

influence” in decision-making, “representation” in the partnership between the city and 

its residents, and an “open-ended structure to permit new emerging leadership to become 

involved in the decision making process.”  Conversely, the city government had rights to 

“final decision-making,” “administrative authority over planning funds,” and the final 

“right to review the utilization of planning funds delegated to private agencies and 

neighborhood groups.”  As was made clear both through the passage of the Green 

Amendment and the hierarchy of authority in the Model Cities Program, ultimate power 

remained in the hands of federal and municipal officials, not the communities.  At the 

same time, by empowering local residents to participate in the operations of government 

and develop a meaningful stake in local programs, federal officials hoped to marginalize 

the influence of radical formations that were becoming increasingly influential in their 

communities.   

 The politics of inclusion in this context was especially important for racialized 

minority populations in cities.  First, drawing from the language of civil rights and the 

growing anger coming out of racialized minority communities, it was important simply 
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because it had been denied to them for far too long.  This was perfectly in tune with the 

integrationist rhetoric of postwar liberalism and the lessons learned from the Civil Rights 

Movement.  But second and most importantly, according to Taylor, only through 

participation would these communities “learn to master the system, how to change it to 

adapt” to their needs.68  Again, participation here could be used as a tool to train 

disaffected citizens to work within established and accepted political channels as 

normative citizens.   

 The first battleground over the meanings and stakes of citizen participation 

happened in Philadelphia’s Model Neighborhood.  The Model Neighborhood comprised a 

portion of lower North Philadelphia, which suffered from a higher proportion of 

overcrowding, health problems, crime, and unemployment compared to the city at large.  

In addition, it had a high percentage of substandard housing, dilapidated buildings, poor 

public facilities, and 50% of its residents met the poverty-income threshold.  Perhaps 

most importantly to city and federal officials, the area seemed to have “coherence as a 

neighborhood” and would thus be able to plan and operate as a unified community.69  In 

July 1969 the Area Wide Council (AWC) of Philadelphia filed a suit against the city and 

the federal government, charging that the citizen participation had ignored in the city.  In 

the planning period, the city entered into a contract with a conglomeration of multiple 

community organizations in the North Philadelphia Model Neighborhood, bestowing it as 

the official citizen participation representative for Model Cities Program planning and 

implementation.  The AWC’s fight for community control emerged out of the larger 
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context of Black Power in the city.  In the view of the AWC’s executive director, William 

Meek, the purpose of the organization was to “implement the Black Power vision of 

community control” onto the Model Cities Program.70  This was very much in tune with 

demands for community control and self-determination coming from Black Power 

activists across the country.  In the following chapters, I explore the influence of Black 

Power in local challenges to War on Poverty orthodoxy, but for now it is important to 

note that calls for community control were in many ways, the logical most logical 

outcome of the promise of citizen participation.  In cities across the nation, Black and 

other racialized minority communities had tired of the limited and piecemeal changes 

following the passage of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts in 1964 and 1965.   

   According to an article written for a publication by the United States Conference 

of Mayors, from the beginning the Area Wide Council wrongly tried to turn participation 

into community control.  It insisted that in the operations of the program, it had the right 

to decide which programs were included, how they were be designed, and how 

community control of the operations of the proposed programs would be insured.71  The 

Area Wide Council, in advocating for community control, proposed an array of 

community-run, nonprofit corporations in the areas of housing, land utilization, economic 

development, health, education, and career development in which it had sole authority 

over board membership.  In its review of the city’s Model Cities Program proposal, HUD 

declared that it had insufficient involvement of the city government and established 

institutions in most parts of the program and that “inexperienced community groups” 
                                                
70 For a detailed narrative of the controversy over citizen participation in Philadelphia, See Matthew 
Countryman, “From Protest to Politics:  Community Control and Black Independent Politics in 
Philadelphia, 1965-1984,” The Journal of Urban History 32, no. 6 (September 2006), 829-830. 
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were not adequately qualified to run the Model Cities Program.72  In response, the city 

rewrote many of the guidelines, and added a provision that the AWC was not allowed to 

name more than one-third of the boards of the proposed nonprofit corporations.  Rather 

than capitulate to what it believed to be a “power grab” by the city government, the AWC 

filed suit in the Federal District Court against both the city and the federal government.   

 The court’s decision made clear the level to which citizen participation would 

remain limited and unevenly distributed.  It ruled that the Model Cities Act had no 

language granting citizen groups vested interests in federal or city funds, it had no 

provision requiring the cities to seek the approval of citizens or citizen groups, and finally 

that citizen groups lacked any veto power in the program.73  In July 1970 the U.S. Circuit 

Court of Appeals reversed the lower court’s decision arguing that the Area Wide Council 

had not been consulted in the revisions to Philadelphia’s plan.  It further found that HUD 

Secretary George Romney violated the Model Cities Act when he accepted the revisions 

knowing citizen groups had not been consulted.74  In spite of the higher court’s reversal 

of the earlier decision, it should not be read as an affirmation of community control or an 

increase in the power of individual residents and community organizations to make 

claims to authority over the Model Cities Program.  Rather, it supported the notion of 

citizen participation as consultation, and simply found that HUD had bypassed that 

important aspect of the program.  What remained though, was the essential agreement 

between HUD and municipal governments that citizen participation would be limited and 
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constrained by ultimate mayoral power.  The question is then, knowing that the official 

position of the administrators of the program was not to shift power into the hands of 

communities and away from city government, what was the primary governing strategy 

behind citizen participation?  As is clear from the implementation of the program in cities 

throughout the nation, citizen participation was primarily a strategy of governance, a 

strategy in which cities could absorb its “unruly” and “problem” communities into 

established political channels and hopefully funnel any latent anger and frustration into 

the productive work of normative citizenship.   

 This was not lost on target area residents.  William Bethea, the Executive Director 

of the Northeast Model Cities Citizens’ Union argued that in spite of its inclusionary 

rhetoric the condition of low income urbanites and their relationship to political power 

remained the same.  They were “at best subjects—and too often objects” of uplift 

programs, and when they were invited to participate in the political process, it was merely 

“another way to pass on some of the crumbs from the table of rich America” to the 

“leaders of the people” who were in reality just “fronting for local political and business 

elites.”75  The leadership of the AWC pointed to the structural difficulties in mobilizing 

the previously marginalized to function effectively in the political mainstream and stated:  

“We were political novices, and they [“the establishment, the manipulators of the status 

quo”] were experts in political chicanery.”76 
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 In spite of the regulatory logics of the era, the boundaries were never totalizing.  

The Model Cities Program and citizen participation opened space for the articulation of 

alternative forms of political participation that challenged the boundaries established by 

the federal government and municipal officials.  In spite of legal defeat, the AWC used 

the small opening afforded by Model Cities to make claims to political authority.  In the 

winter months of 1966-1967, when word got out that the city had begun planning a 

Model Cities Program application without publication, the community began to mobilize.  

On January 20th, 1967 representatives from approximately 30 community groups took 

time off from work to attend an open forum put on by the Human Rights Commission in 

which city officials described the process of preparing an application.  During the 

meeting, when the issue of citizen participation was raised, the community members in 

attendance demanded a more meaningful role.  They stated that if the city was not more 

responsive, then the community would prepare an alternate proposal that reflected the 

needs and opinions of the grassroots.  Even though the HRC lacked the power to 

effectuate the concerns voiced at the meeting, its representative promised to circulate the 

minutes around City Hall as a way to get the attention of the mayor.    

 What happened next revealed the level to which official deployments of 

participation were tenuous at best.  In response to the January 20th meeting, the mayor 

created a task force on citizen participation in which the community was represented.  At 

its first meeting on January 31st, more than 70 people attended and listened as the task 

force laid out its demand for an “equal partnership” with the city.77  Because of the 
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organized pressure community members put on the mayor’s office, in February the city 

officially recognized the newly formed Area Wide Council as a partner in the 

administration of the program.78  In its negotiation with the city, more than 140 

representatives from the community helped to develop the details of their proposal.  

According to the leadership of the AWC, this marked the first time that the city’s “Black, 

Puerto Rican, and white organizations” and “conservatives and militants” found space to 

work alongside one another.79  The regulatory impulses of the Model Cities Program 

sought to include marginalized communities and individuals into the sphere of 

mainstream politics, but the Model Cities Program also simultaneously opened room for 

the possibilities of political participation and affinities which were not so easily 

contained.  The heterogeneity of this political alliance showed how institutional 

deployments of  “community” in Model Neighborhoods was never totalizing and in fact 

opened new spaces for unanticipated and inventive articulations of community.      

 Unfortunately from the perspective of active and engaged community members, it 

was precisely the “political” nature of this configuration that led to its demise.  In 

November 1967, more than 3,5000 Black students turned out for a demonstration at the 

school board offices to demand greater representation in curriculum and in administrative 

positions.  According to the AWC, the city’s police brazenly and without provocation 

attacked some of the demonstrators and an ordered street demonstration devolved into 

violence that ended with the arrest of 29 community members.  One of those arrested was 
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an AWC member and his presence at a demonstration led to a fracture in the AWC’s 

relationship to the city.80  Further damaging was the fact that the AWC had allowed the 

students to use their mimeograph to print leaflets for the demonstration.81  The executive 

director of the AWC argued that allowing the use of the organization’s equipment was 

perfectly legitimate since the purpose of the organization was to serve the community in 

any way it could in the first place.  Following the episode, the AWC was considered to be 

filled with “trouble makers” by federal agencies and the city government.  While just an 

isolated incident in one city, it was representative of the much broader debates and 

contestations around the politics of inclusion and the War on Poverty and recalled the 

very same fears around the Community Action Program.     

 The controversy in Philadelphia was indicative of the kinds of struggles that 

would occur across the life of the program.  Not only was access to positions of 

leadership and influence often highly circumscribed, the meanings of citizenship and 

participation were also up for grabs.  In his writings, Bethea offered more expansive and 

community-oriented definitions of “citizen” and “participation.”  Whereas the federal 

government as well as municipal authorities clearly understood citizen participation in 

terms of its potential as a strategy of governance, Bethea offered an alternative.82  His 
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own definition, which was shared by countless community organizations and individual 

city residents throughout the country was simple:  “citizens” in the Model Cities Program 

were “those men, women, and youth who have traditionally been excluded from the 

halls—and more important the inner offices—of power:  the Black, the Brown, the 

Spanish-speaking, and the disenfranchised whites.”  And participation, rather than being a 

tool for building links between aggrieved citizens and the government, should mean 

“redistribution of funds and services and providing the mechanism to promote this in our 

urban communities.”83  Throughout the country, local battles over the Model Cities 

Program were in practice contestations over definitions—who constituted a citizen and 

what participation meant.   

 Beyond the explicitly legalistic limits placed on citizen participation, when it was 

actually put into practice in various locales, it was meant to regulate and absorb conflict 

into the machinations of liberal society.  The specter of violence in cities was the impetus 

for much Model Cities Program planning, and as a result, many of the proposed programs 

sought to ease tensions and prevent further outbreaks.  As the site of the 1965 Watts 

                                                                                                                                            
was able to convince Holland to agree to them, they would both rescind their opposition and support his 
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rebellion, Los Angeles came to symbolize, for federal officials, how poverty, racism, and 

police violence necessitated urgent action. By the mid-1960s 88% of Blacks lived in 

segregated communities, mostly concentrated in Watts and the surrounding areas in South 

Central Los Angeles.  The poverty rates in these areas were more than double the rest of 

the city average.  Residents were also victims of regular police brutality and violence 

from a police force that was over 90% White.84  Under Chief William Parker, the Los 

Angeles Police Department (LAPD) instituted heavily racialized and punitive methods of 

policing, including “proactive policing,” in which officers were instructed to stop and 

question anyone who “looked suspicious” as a way to prevent crime before it occurred.85  

During training, Parker propagated a department-wide belief that the disproportionate 

harassment and criminalization of communities of color as acceptable or even natural.  

He stressed to officers his belief that African Americans and Latinos were “statistically 

more likely” to commit crimes so it was incumbent on the police to be especially 

proactive in racialized minority neighborhoods.86  This, coupled with the shift towards 

the use of militarized technologies and tactics in neighborhood policing that 

disproportionately harassed the city’s minority communities, fed the intense hostility 

residents felt towards the police.87   
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 Additionally concerning to federal and city officials was the fact that the rebellion 

had succeeded in politicizing many of the city’s street gangs like the Slausons, 

Businessmen, and Gladiators who turned their attentions away from inter-gang rivalry 

and toward Black Power organizations in the city.88  Two former Slausons, Alprentice 

“Bunchy” Carter and Jon Huggins for example, became leaders in the city’s Black 

Panther Party chapter.89  In his commission report on the rebellion, John McCone noted 

nervously that activists had increasingly begun to invoke the “white power structure” as 

the target of their rage.90  The rising tide of Black Power and increasingly vocal demands 

for representation and authority naturally spilled into debates over War on Poverty 

programs in the city.  Like activists and urban communities throughout the country, 

racialized minority Angelenos challenged racial exclusion and demanded recognition as 

legitimate representatives of their various community formations.91  For federal and 

municipal officials who viewed the Watts rebellion within the context of their own fears 

over Black Power, the inclusionary potential of the War on Poverty programs was 

urgently needed in the South Central target areas, as was made clear in the Model Cities 

mapping of Los Angeles.  Through the recruitment and managed participation of Watts 

residents, city officials hoped to appropriate the oppositional energies of Black Power 
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activists and preempt the politicization of the city’s radicalized youth in this spatially 

defined area.92   

 Beyond the growing influence of Black Power ideology and the politicization of 

South Central area grassroots, Mayor Sam Yorty faced additional challenges from a cadre 

of local leaders who moved to take control of the War on Poverty.  In September 1964, 

just one month after the passage of the Economic Opportunity Act, a group of Black civic 

leaders including the social worker Opal C. Jones and Augustus F. Hawkins, the first 

Black Democratic Party member of the California State Legislature, founded the 

Economic Opportunity Federation (EOF).  They organized the EOF as a counterpoint to 

the Youth Opportunities Board (YOB), created in 1962 and controlled by the city, city 

schools, Los Angeles County, county schools, and the State of California.  When the 

Economic Opportunity Act was announced, Mayor Yorty demanded that the city’s War on 

Poverty be coordinated through the YOB.  Yorty, who was already ambivalent about the 

War on Poverty based on his anti-communism and general aversion to social welfare 

programs, was explicit that if there was to be a War on Poverty, it needed to be 

coordinated through his office.93  Following the founding of the EOF, Yorty wrote in 

panic to a Johnson aid that this new community-controlled organization was “a thinly 

disguised effort to sabotage Los Angeles’ advanced plans for the anti-poverty effort.”94  

Shriver responded that Los Angeles was the “only major city” without a functional 
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Community Action Program because of the “failures of local officials” to establish a 

“broad-based community action board representing all segments of the community.”95  In 

early January 1965, OEO intervened in the dispute and called for a merger between YOB 

and EOF with a board made up of ten government representatives and twelve private 

citizens representing residents.  Yorty flatly refused, complaining that the proposed 

compromise severely weakened the power of the mayor to coordinate poverty programs. 

 The standstill between the YOB and the EOF disappeared from public 

consciousness on August, 11th 1965 when following the arrest of a twenty-one year old 

African American named Marquette Frye, Watts erupted in violence between the police 

and residents.  Following the uprising which lasted five days and saw 34 people killed, 

1,032 injured, 3,952 arrested, nearly $40 million in property damage, and could only be 

quelled by 16,000 National Guard soldiers, federal poverty officials took on a new 

urgency to establish a functional Community Action Agency to run the city’s War on 

Poverty.96  The rebellion also emboldened residents who blamed not only the police and 

Yorty but civic leaders like Hawkins, who they believed had failed to adequately include 

South Central area residents in planning and leadership positions.97  On August 18th, a 

Johnson aid coordinated a final compromise between the YOB and EOF, founding the 

Economic and Youth Opportunities Agency of Greater Los Angeles (EYOA), with a 

board of that satisfied both the city and the civic leaders involved in the negotiations.  But 
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this did not end the battles between government deployments of citizen participation and 

the demands from the community grassroots for power and authority.   

 In April 1965, Opal Jones founded the Neighborhood Adult Participation Project 

with the express purpose of creating an institutional space for the residents ignored in the 

debates between the YOB and EOF to have greater influence and authority in poverty 

programs.  The NAPP outposts throughout South Central Los Angeles helped residents 

find work and get services, and more importantly helped communities to organize their 

own efforts towards “self-help, self-determination and total improvement.”98  Jones and 

her work with the NAPP was representative of one of the possible strategies available to 

activists in trying to leverage the era’s deployment of citizen participation to make claims 

to community power and authority that challenged the legitimacy of War on Poverty 

governance.  She was avowedly critical of the mostly White bureaucratic and academic 

“experts” involved in anti-poverty programs who claimed knowledge and expertise about 

urban poverty and the racialized urban poor.  In a picture book entitled Guess Who’s 

Coming to the Ghetto? Jones wrote of a fictional but representative poverty worker who 

came to the neighborhood with “professional” credentials and War on Poverty backing:  

“To be an authority in health, law, and crime, but tell us, dear lady, where have you been 

all this time?”99 

 The NAPP was not the only instance in which residents appropriated the rhetoric 

of participation to make claims to community power and authority.  In 1966 Watts 

residents initiated an organization called the Sons of Watts Improvement Association 
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(SWIA), which grew out of the already existing Sons of Watts organization.  The purpose 

of the organization was to “identify those young people who [were] perceived as leaders 

by their peers, [and] whether their activities to date [had] been antisocial or constructive” 

and “train them to understand the important social issues of their community, to 

participate effectively and constructively in social action, [and] to communicate with the 

larger community and to influence and organize their peers toward such constructive 

activities.”100  The Sons of Watts, according to the historian Daniel Widener developed 

cooperative working relationships with the cultural nationalists in the US Organization, 

and were chosen to provide security for the inaugural Watts Summer Festival as part of 

the newly formed Community Alert Patrol.101  In spite of the organization’s affiliation 

with Black radical organizations, or perhaps precisely because of it, War on Poverty 

administrators sought to absorb these young men who were “seemingly averse to 

responsible social action” into productive activities.  

 At the inaugural Watts Summer Festival, held on the first anniversary of the 

rebellion in August 1966, the city recruited the “hard-core” young men who it believed 

were among those who perpetuated much of the rioting, to provide security.102  The 

festival was organized by US Organization founder Maulana Karenga to honor those 

killed during the Watts rebellion and to memorialize it as a foundational and productive 
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moment for the community.103  Held at Will Rogers Park, an estimated 130,000 people 

attended.104  The security details, made up of neighborhood youth, were recruited through 

the Los Angeles Human Rights Commission to preempt a “group of cooperative anti-riot 

Black Nationalists” to maintain safety and repress any potential “pro-riot” energies from 

being released at the festival.105  Indeed, according to the historian Bruce Tyler, the 

festival—which had the support of the city—was a deliberate “pacification” effort.  

Recruiting Black radicals to serve as security rather than deploying heavily armed police, 

served the goals of both the city and a segment of the activist grassroots who wanted to 

avoid further violence.  Tyler argues that these “cooperative anti-riot Black Nationalists” 

were recruited specifically to give the security program credibility as a genuine grassroots 

community undertaking to the increasingly politicized “gangs, militants, and masses” that 

the War on Poverty apparatus so desperately wanted to incorporate into mainstream 

political institutions.106  Seeing potential in the inclusionary possibilities of community 

security, the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare gave institutional support to 

the Community Alert Patrol with a $238,000 grant in January 1967.107   

                                                
103 Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship:  Black Los Angeles, Korean Kawasaki, and Community 
Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 102. 
104 Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship:  Black Los Angeles, Korean Kawasaki, and Community 
Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 102. 
105 Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship:  Black Los Angeles, Korean Kawasaki, and Community 
Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 103 and Bruce Tyler, “Black 
Radicalism in Southern California, 1950-1982” (PhD diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 1983), 
220-222. 
106 Bruce Tyler, “Black Radicalism in Southern California, 1950-1982” (PhD diss., University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1983), 221. 
107 Bruce Tyler, “Black Radicalism in Southern California, 1950-1982” (PhD diss., University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1983), 228. 



 

 

156 
 

 These “Keep the Summer Cool” practices were enacted in target area 

neighborhoods throughout the country.108  According to Billy Tidwell, a social worker 

who served as an advisor to the SWIA, the overwhelming success of the Sons of Watts in 

providing community-based security led to the formalization of a permanent community 

organization, the SWIA which by 1968 had 90 members.109  Tidwell recruited these 

young men from areas surrounding the Jordan Housing Projects.  They were, he said, 

“thugs” and “hustlers,” many of whom had participated in the 1965 rebellion.110  The 

SWIA immediately undertook, among its projects, a community-based permanent 

security patrol to safeguard business properties in the city, insure the erection of traffic 

signs throughout the various housing projects where thousands of small children played, 

continue the “Festival of Lights” to bring adequate street lighting to the area as a 

detriment to crime, and provide a counseling service for delinquent youth.111  Throughout 

cities across the nation communities fought for control of urban rehabilitation projects, 

and the SWIA in many ways achieved many of these goals.  Participants also believed the 

SWIA allowed them to make claims to power and authority over neighborhood programs.  

One member said, “I saw the power we had during the festival and the people’s respect 
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for us.”112  At the same time, improving the lighting and signage on city streets and 

courtyards and counseling for so-called delinquent youth fit precisely with the goals of 

War on Poverty planners and government officials.  Street lighting, for one, was one of 

the most universal Model Cities Program undertakings.  According to Tidwell, it was a 

“sociological fact that darkness is more conducive to criminal activity than is daylight” 

and the efforts of the SWIA achieved the goals of municipal officials under the banner of 

community-wide participation.  In May 1971, based on its success in providing security 

for the community and re-channeling oppositional energies, the Model Cities Program 

awarded SWIA a $240,000 grant.113     

 The success of community-based security at the Watts Summer Festival and the 

formation of the SWIA revealed the multivalence of citizen participation and the self-help 

logic of the War on Poverty.  On the one hand, the security provided by the Sons of Watts 

fit neatly with notions of community-control that animated many of the debates between 

residents and municipal officials over the meanings of political participation.  Indeed, 

inasmuch as they aided the police, the community security practices of the SWIA and 

broader Community Alert Patrol apparatus served to protect the community from racist 

policing practices and violence.  As Tyler notes, the security details were equally 

concerned with monitoring the police and serving as a “buffer” to protect residents from 

the police.114  On the other hand through their security and neighborhood beautification 

and rehabilitation efforts, they fulfilled the strategic goals of the War on Poverty state.  In 
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perhaps the most poignant example of this alliance, the SWIA also instituted a program 

of cooperation with the Los Angeles Police Department to open up channels of 

communication between the police and the Watts community that had grown increasingly 

angry about racist policing practices that unfairly targeted African Americans.  But 

through programmatic efforts to create dialogue, the SWIA in concert with the police and 

city authorities, hoped to bring the “most antipathetic individuals with whom the police 

had to deal” into a more harmonious relationship in which residents and the police 

worked cooperatively to maintain security on Watts’ streets.115 

 The complexities of the tense relationship between War on Poverty governance 

and grassroots power reflected in community policing programs were only one site of 

struggle. Beyond appropriating the War on Poverty funds and participatory rhetoric, 

Black Power advocates in Los Angeles also created alternative spaces for community and 

political formation.  In August 1967, for example, the US Organization brought together 

Black Power advocates for an observance of Uhuru Day, a holiday created by US to 

commemorate the Watts uprising.  In spite of ideological and strategic differences 

between Black Power organizations, the Uhuru Day celebration symbolized the 

possibilities for a broader consensus.  In addition to SNCC national chairman H. Rap 

Brown the Panthers’ Huey Newton, the event was attended by 3,000-5,000 people.  

There, the leadership of the Black Panther Party, SNCC, and US voiced a shared 

commitment for the right to self-defense and an expansive Black nationalist politics 
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aligned around Malcolm X’s calls for a Black united-front.116  Perhaps no issue more 

clearly symbolized the limits of War on Poverty governance than a SNCC-US proposal 

that Watts secede from Los Angeles and create an independent municipality called 

“Freedom City.”  Housing discrimination throughout city inspired thousands of African 

Americans to move to unincorporated Watts in the 1920s, and in response the city 

incorporated the area to prevent a “Black-dominated local government.”  According to 

the historian Scot Brown, Karenga and Clifford Vaughs, director of the Los Angeles 

SNCC chapter attempted to mobilize residents to reclaim Watts as a center of political 

power for Black Angelenos.  Ultimately, the Freedom City proposal failed to garner the 

217,543 signatures necessary to begin the secession process.  Nevertheless, the 

movement for Freedom City inspired both governmental panic and journalistic accounts 

that portrayed an “alarmist White backlash” against the rising influence of Black Power 

ideology.117  In other words, at the precise moment federal and local officials were trying 

to pacify radical oppositionality through the politics of inclusion, the organizations and 

political formations the War on Poverty state most hoped to appropriate were creating 

alternative spaces for community solidarity and political power.  This vision of 

community was not characterized by abstracted neighborhood boundaries or participation 

in government programs, but rather by a shared commitment to anti-racism and Black 

Power.   

 Since urban security and the prevention of rioting was at the core of the impetus 

and urgency for the Model Cities Program, it is no surprise that many of its efforts were 
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geared towards those goals.  In 1967, the OEO and Model Cities Program initiated a 

nationwide effort to “Cool the City” during the so-called “long hot summers” of urban 

rebellion.  The NAPP printed and distributed 35,000 copies of a leaflets called “Keep 

Cool This Summer,” which listed ten reasons why communities should “cool it” during 

the summer.  Yorty himself praised these efforts saying that the city needed programs that 

gave residents a “channel to constructively release frustrations of living in poverty.”118  

He continued further:  “a summer anti-poverty program must give youngsters more than a 

chance to earn money—it must also provide a channel to constructively release 

frustrations of living in poverty.”119  According to Yorty and city officials across the 

country, when applied productively and cooperatively with municipal institutions, citizen 

participation had the potential to manage crisis and alleviate conflict.  

…  

 In spite of political infighting and its failure to fully transform government 

processes and eradicate urban poverty, the Model Cities Program in its early years did 

have some successes.  Model Schools—composed of adult evening classes, intensive 

remedial courses, and citizen advisory councils—were introduced for the first time and 

were successful in cities like Seattle, Boston, and Chicago.120   In other cities, the Model 

Cities Program helped to produce semi-independent community corporations as well as 

youth camps and neighborhood health centers for the first time.121   And further, even in 
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moments that were highly contested and came up short of their ideals, the early years of 

the Model Cities Program did indeed create access and opportunity for urbanites 

previously shut out from the political processes that affected them directly.122   

 Citizen participation was highly contested from the outset.  Throughout the life of 

the program, residents and community groups challenged the empty, “ritual of 

participation” that was often the extent of their inclusion.  However, as would be made 

clear throughout the next decade, many communities throughout the nation, rejected the 

limits imposed by the state and imagined community power and control as fundamental 

to meaningful political participation.  Sherry Arnstein, found in monitoring the actual 

implementation of the citizen participation in individual cities that municipal officials 

often regarded the inclusionary rhetoric of the Model Cities Program as a means of 

“engineering the consent of the governed.”123  In other words, from the perspective of 

many mayors and city officials, the participation of the urban poor was a welcome 

endeavor so long as it did not result in the substantial redistribution of political power.  

According to Arnstein, citizen participation without attendant political power would 

become the defining conflict of the Model Cities Program.  Previously marginalized 

residents, optimistic about the possibilities of increased access to politics, would reject 

official deployments of citizen participation if it meant participation as the end rather than 

the means.   
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 The election of Richard Nixon in 1968 represented a shift in the implementation 

of the Model Cities Program, especially as it pertained to citizen participation.  As shown 

above, the meaning and impact of citizen participation was fungible and contested 

throughout the early years of the program and in some cases led to some semblance of 

community control and power over the program.  However, Nixon’s New Federalism and 

the general governmental response to urban insurrections and radical power movements 

led to a reappraisal of the strategic benefits of political inclusion.  In one of his early 

addresses as HUD Secretary, George Romney spoke to the shifting dynamics of the 

Model Cities Program:  “Model Cities is intended to be and will remain a local 

government program centered on the Mayor’s office with a continued requirement for 

adequate [emphasis mine] citizen involvement.”  He continued that “local governments 

must exercise final control and responsibility for the content and administration for a 

Model Cities program.”124  As the controversy in Philadelphia made clear however, the 

repeal of “widespread citizen participation” would not be easy as community 

organizations mobilized to protect and expand their political influence in their 

communities.  As I have shown, government pronouncements and policy decisions did 

not function in a vacuum.  They were filtered down to localities and communities and 

contested and reimagined at the grassroots level.  Nevertheless, as subsequent chapters 

will make clear, the Model Cities Program was not immune to the conservative rollbacks 

that animated the Nixon administration.  The following chapters on New York, Oakland, 

and Seattle’s experiences with Model Cities will show the ways in which community 
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organizations battled with government officials over the meanings of political inclusion, 

even taking control of the program away from the city government.  

 In the following chapters, I shift the focus away from the national perspective and 

explore the Model Cities Program at the local level.  These chapters show the multiple 

ways in which place matters and the multiple and contested ways that the tensions 

between inclusion and governance played out.  In Oakland and New York, Model Cities 

Program planners presented their applications to HUD based on a narrative of crisis 

around race, poverty, and the threat of violence.  However, precisely because of the 

supposed dysfunctions of the Model Neighborhoods, from the perspective of federal and 

local officials, citizen participation would serve a specific disciplinary function to absorb 

the growing radical elements of the cities’ racialized minority residents.  Oakland is also a 

useful case study because it was the epicenter of community power and community 

control movements as the home of the Black Panther Party, and I explore the tensions that 

emerged when they pushed up against the program’s circumscribed visions of the politics 

of inclusion.  In Chapter 4, I look to Seattle’s Model Cities Program as a counterpoint.  

Seattle had a long tradition of celebrating itself as a particularly harmonious and inclusive 

city relative to others as it pertained to race relations.  In its application, the city argued 

that it was in need of Model Cities Program funds to prevent the crises facing other cities.  

By juxtaposing Seattle against Oakland and other cities that came to represent national 

signifiers of urban crises, I show the flexible and fungible nature of citizen participation.  

Because planners believed the city to be uniquely liberal and inclusive, the rhetoric and 

strategic components of the program offer an alternative reading of the program.  While 

racial harmony was certainly an admirable goal, I argue that narrative of inclusion 
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occluded the forms of racial inequality and urban poverty that many felt, and in many 

cases constrained the possibilities of community power and control.
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Chapter 3: 
Keeping the Summers Cool:  Community Power and the Crisis of Governance in 

New York and Oakland 
 

In 1964, speaking to psychologist Kenneth Clark, a woman in Harlem stated:  

“We don’t want any bloodshed if we can help it, but if there has to be a little bloodletting, 

well and good.”1  Describing his community’s quotidian struggle with poverty, racism, 

and police harassment, another Harlem resident, a twenty-eight year old man, told Clark:  

“The conditions here are the way they are because of white domination in this 

community, and when that changes, as is being attempted here by the [Black] 

Nationalists, or by any other nationalist groups, or by the Muslims; when they can unite 

and change these conditions, change the white domination for Black domination, the 

conditions will change.”2  On July 16th  of that year, Police Lieutenant Thomas Gilligan 

shot James Powell, a Black junior high school student following an altercation at the 

school, setting off a spate of uprisings in the city.  Residents took to the streets in 

rebellion against police harassment and violence.  The rebellion against “killer cops” 

continued for days and moved into Brooklyn, where the insurgents were joined by Black 

and Puerto Rican residents in Brownsville and Bedford Stuyvesant.3  Five days later, on 

July 21st, violence erupted again between residents in the police.  In the end, the police 

killed one other Harlem resident, injured hundreds, and shot two more.  All told,
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businesses reported over $300,000 in damages.1  Responding to instances of looting, 

White business owners voiced shock that residents’ anger was directed at them, seeing 

themselves as faithfully providing goods and services to people who needed them.  Yet 

this was more than a simple misunderstanding.  Of course White businesses owner would 

feel that way, according to Clark and many of the residents of Harlem.  These businesses 

owners did not understand that residents were not only not thankful for their presence in 

the neighborhood, but “bitter, as natives often feel toward the functionaries of colonial 

power.”2  This chapter, then, places the Model Cities Program and urban War on Poverty 

initiatives into the context of governmental panic over urban rebellion. 

 In recent years there has been a scholarly pushback against the use of the term 

“riot” to describe the phenomenon of urban violence in the late 1960s.  Scholars contend 

rightly, that “riot” is really a governmental category that fails to adequately describe the 

complex and diverse perspectives and motivations of participants.  Rather, they urge a 

more nuanced portrayal and have used terms like “urban insurrection” or “urban 

rebellion” to point to the ways in which the “riots” were not simply uncoordinated and 

spontaneous acts of thoughtless violence, but were clear expressions of anger directed at 

police misconduct, declining municipal services, and the deleterious effects of racism and 

capitalist restructuring in the postwar period.  Indeed as the historian Thomas Sugrue has 

shown—contrary to contemporaneous media and government accounts—the so-called 

rioters were extremely calculated in their actions.  They focused primarily on two targets:  

the police and White-owned businesses.  In this chapter, I use both terms to illuminate 
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both the governmental and grassroots conceptions of urban violence.3  Black Power 

activists contemporaneously challenged and reframed popular depictions of urban riots.  

Responding to charges that riots were counterproductive to civil rights and the Black 

freedom movement and alienated White sympathies, Stokely Carmichael suggested that 

American military’s actions in Vietnam better characterized riotous behavior.  He turned 

criticism of urban rebellions around on White America:  “You are rioting, you are burning 

down their houses, you are shooting their babies, you’re bombing their hospitals, you’re 

killing their children.  Why are you rioting in Vietnam?”4  Carmichael’s admonitions 

were symbolic of the refusal of Black Power activists and their allies to allow 

institutional depictions of urban rebellions to go unchallenged.  The so-called riots, they 

argued, were coordinated, highly politicized responses to institutionalized violence and 

terror against Black people in America.  And in invoking America’s military involvement 

in Vietnam, Carmichael argued that the White political, police, and military apparatti 

were the real purveyors of violence in America and abroad, not the Black residents being 

blamed for inciting riots.   

 The planning and implementation of Model Cities occurred wholly within the 

context of fears over urban rioting.  In places like New York, Detroit, Cleveland, 

Baltimore, and Oakland to name only a few, city officials viewed the challenges in urban 

America through the specter of violence. Of the 150 cities chosen to participate in the 

                                                
3 See Thomas Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty:  The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (New 
York:  Random House, 2008), 326; and Daniel Widener, Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in 
Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2010). 
4 Interview, Stokely Carmichael, 14 January 1968, Kerner Commission Embargoed Series 2, Box E7, 
Folder 12, LBJ Library. 



 

 

168 

program, 104 experienced “riots or civil disorders during 1967 and 1968.5  Using the 

panic over potential violent uprising as a starting point, this chapter explores how 

government officials deployed the Model Cities Program both to soothe tensions and 

discipline the “unruly” radical forces emanating from the cities.  I turn to local case 

studies and peer into New York and Oakland to consider the ways that violence—whether 

real or imagined—created the impetus for managing crisis through inclusion.6  In New 

York, the Model Neighborhoods in Harlem, Brooklyn, and the Bronx were chosen in 

order to prevent further rioting following the disturbances in 1966-1968.  Conversely, 

Oakland never experienced the kind of summer rioting that was so prevalent throughout 

the nation.  Instead, under the aegis of the Black Panther Party, founded in October 1966 

a cadre of West Oakland residents framed their struggle as a constant armed conflict 

against municipal authorities and the police, and thus incited governmental panic over the 

potential for social revolution.     

 In his study of the “moral panic” over a wave of muggings in early 1970s 

England, the cultural theorist Stuart Hall and his colleagues at the Birmingham Centre for 

Cultural Studies argued that the entire regime of knowledge around the panic—the 

supposed crimes, public panic, media reportage, and increasing “hard” law and order 

policing—were mutually constitutive and helped to produce the various categories of 

social deviance the police and government hoped to contain.7  Further, he argued that 

                                                
5 Briefing to the Urban Affairs Council on Model Cities, RG 207, A1/88, Box 9, NARA, CP. 
6 The historian Nancy Kwak has shown how federal officials believed the housing component of Model 
Cities—in particular the effort to increase homeownership among target area residents—would function as 
an additional form of “riot control.”  See Nancy H. Kwak, A World of Homeowners:  American Power and 
the Politics of Housing Aid (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2015) forthcoming. 
7 Stuart Hall, Chas Critcher, Tony Jefferson, John Clarke, and Brian Roberts, Policing the Crisis:  
Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London:  MacMillan Education, 1978). 
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“mugging” shifted from being a description of a specific form of urban crime, to a 

“central symbol” signifying “the whole discussion of crime and public disorder.”8  Hall 

further asked if, paradoxically, the societal reactions to “muggings” in fact preexisted 

their rise.  Or, to put it another way, there were “vigorous” reactions to mugging as a 

“socio-criminal phenomenon” even before there were any to react to.9  This temporal 

inversion suggests that the panics over proliferation of urban insurrection throughout the 

1960s were already present as part of a bubbling, incipient consensus about Black 

pathology and urban crime.  Certainly the contexts in England and the U.S. were 

different; “mugging” as a specific category of urban crime was not prevalent in U.S. 

cities in this era, but Hall’s insights into the ways that the panic over urban crime was 

deeply imbricated with and drew from existing notions about race and poverty are useful 

for an analysis of the governmental responses to urban violence in American cities.   

 In this chapter I argue the implementation of the War on Poverty in New York and 

Oakland represented perhaps the clearest example of the clash between the opposing 

trajectories of community power and War on Poverty governance.  City leaders in both 

places enlisted citizen participation with the express purpose of calming tensions that 

they believed led to violent insurrection.  Through Model Cities and other War on 

Poverty programs municipal officials in both cities established boundaries of acceptable 

performances of citizenship and political expression.  This had critical implications for 

broader discourses about race, community, and citizenship because by bringing “proper” 

performances of citizenship into a cooperative relationship with municipal politics, 
                                                
8 Stuart Hall, Chas Critcher, Tony Jefferson, John Clarke, and Brian Roberts, Policing the Crisis:  
Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London:  MacMillan Education, 1978), 19. 
9 Stuart Hall, Chas Critcher, Tony Jefferson, John Clarke, and Brian Roberts, Policing the Crisis:  
Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London:  MacMillan Education, 1978), 183-184. 
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officials simultaneously marked activists and proponents of Black Power as criminal and 

illegitimate representatives of their communities.  This process—the collision between 

War on Poverty orthodoxy and grassroots oppositionality—was particularly striking in 

both cities.  In New York, city officials urgently moved to pacify the rising tide of 

political radicalism in the city’s Black and Puerto Rican communities and preempt urban 

violence through Model Cities and War on Poverty programs.  In Oakland, the Black 

Panther Party and its calls for community control and self-determination represented the 

starkest rejection and reappropriation of the inclusionary imperatives of liberal 

governance.  Additionally, in both New York and Oakland—and throughout the rest of 

the nation, for that matter—activists leveled devastating critiques of not domestic racism 

but also the racist underpinnings of American imperialism and the War in Vietnam.10  

Indeed, when Black Power and radical multiracial formations articulated solidarity and 

community with colonized peoples across the world, they rejected the state’s 

deployments of community bounded by space and essentialized categorizations of race.   

 The panic over urban insurrection, as the popular narrative goes, led to a broad 

scale rejection of ameliorative liberal programs and a shift to conservative law and 

order.11  In popular contemporaneous discussion that was certainly the case.  However, 

recently scholars have begun to challenge that narrative.  In her study of Pittsburgh’s 

urban riots in 1968, the historian Alyssa Ribeiro points to the ways in which the short 
                                                
10 Daniel Lucks, Selma to Saigon:  The Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War (Lexington:  
University Press of Kentucky, 2014), 119.  See also Donna Murch, Living for the City:  Migration, 
Education, and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2010) and Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle 
for Democracy (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2004). 
11 This historian Michael Flamm argues—albeit with some nuance—that the ascension of Nixon spelled the 
“crushing defeat for liberalism.”  See Michael Flamm, Law and Order:  Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and the 
Crisis of Liberalism in the 1960s (New York:  Columbia University Press, 2005), 163.  See also Lisa 
McGirr, Suburban Warriors:  The Origins of the New Right (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2002). 
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term effects of urban riots were much more complex than an immediate retrenchment into 

law and order governance.12  In the immediate aftermath, citizens, businesses, the police, 

and government officials worked together to ease tensions and improve the conditions of 

poverty and racism that sparked the riots.  The standard narrative treats the riots of 1967 

and 1968 as a breaking point when the nation’s patience for liberal reform ran out and 

created the impetus for conservative retrenchment and increasingly punitive law and 

order politics.  But Ribeiro cautions against this and asks scholars to pay greater attention 

to the short-term effects of riots, which reveal how the state continued to employ 

participatory strategies of liberal governance.  This was true in New York and Oakland as 

city officials continued to use citizen participation to ameliorate racial tension and the 

Black Power challenges to War on Poverty orthodoxy.  This chapter illuminates the ways 

in which liberal governance and law and order were not incompatible opposites; rather in 

the immediate aftermath of the riots, government officials and communities imagined and 

negotiated an array of responses, many of which were a continuation of the politics of 

inclusion that marked the War on Poverty.  In other words, the rise of law and order 

functioned simultaneously with the continuation of War on Poverty liberal governance.  

As the historian Michael Flamm has noted, Johnson and his administration was equally 

concerned with crime and maintaining law and order as it was with enacting its War on 

Poverty.13  Alongside War on Poverty legislation—in particular the Economic 

Opportunity Act—Johnson declared a “War on Crime” and in 1968 passed the Crime 

                                                
12 Alyssa Ribeiro, “A Period of Turmoil”:  Pittsburgh’s April 1968 Riots and Their Aftermath,” in The 
Journal of Urban History 39, no. 2 (March 2013). 
13 Michael Flamm, Law and Order:  Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and the Crisis of Liberalism in the 1960s 
(New York:  Columbia University Press, 2005), 111. 
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Control Act which established wire taps and limits on gun sales.14  While the shift to law 

and order may have represented the coercive side of power, the Model Cities Program 

and the enlistment of participatory citizenship and participation remained at the heart of 

public policy.   

 In particular, in both New York and Oakland city officials focused resources and 

attention toward “community policing” programs meant to transform oppositional 

subjects into allies the security of target area neighborhoods.  Indeed as many scholars 

have shown, even policing practices embarked one two parallel paths:  increasingly 

coercive and punitive policing and carceral practices and the liberal strategy of inclusion.  

As the historian Chris Agee has illuminated in his work on post-World War II San 

Francisco, some grassroots organizations and residents who were otherwise suspicious of 

the state, agreed to participate in the policing of their neighborhoods as a means to gain 

“Black civic legitimacy.”15  I would add as well that community policing practices also 

served grassroots demands for community control over the programs and institutions that 

most impacted them by granting them expanded authority over neighborhood self-

protection as well as a mechanism to protect communities from the police.  Rather than 

view this moment as a break from one historical epoch to another, the Model Cities 

Program and its attendant programs revealed the enduring appeal of inclusion as a 

strategy of governance.16   

                                                
14 Michael Flamm, Law and Order:  Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and the Crisis of Liberalism in the 1960s 
(New York:  Columbia University Press, 2005), 133.  See also, Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the 
Quest for a New Majority (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 20. 
15 Christopher Lowen Agee, The Streets of San Francisco:  Policing and the Creation of a Cosmopolitan 
Liberal Politics, 1950-1972 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2014), 161-167. 
16 As the historian Daniel Widener notes, in Los Angeles, War on Poverty liberals—in response to the 
Watts riot—put renewed energy into cultural programs aimed at community uplift.  These “cultural 
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 The crisis of urban poverty and the rising tide of radical oppositionality in 

America were evident at a massive scale in New York.  In its planning application, the 

city identified “at least 25 communities” that made up 25% of the city’s total population 

that fit the federal poverty criteria.  With a population of approximately 8 million in 1967, 

over 1 million lived in “hard-core slum areas.”17  The concentrated racialized poverty in 

the city was exacerbated by postwar shifts in the economy.  Between the end of World 

War II and the mid-1960s, nearly 3.5 million jobs shifted away from manufacturing 

towards “white-collar” employment in finance, real estate, and insurance.  Unfortunately 

for target area residents the majority of jobs in these new economic sectors were held by 

White suburbanites.  As a result of these broad economic changes, by the 1960s racialized 

minority residents found themselves frozen out of the job market.18  The divergencies 

between the growth of New York’s growth in finance and real estate and the worsening 

conditions of poverty was further reflected by the fact that in a period of economic 

growth between 1962-1965 families living in the target areas requiring welfare assistance 

increased by over 100%.   

 In addition, New York is a productive place to study the contests and 

contradictions over the politics of inclusion because it housed a powerful and well-

organized anti-racist movement.  Indeed according to the historian Martha Biondi, rather 

than view postwar New York as a “precursor to the southern civil rights movement,” we 

                                                                                                                                            
liberals” believed that the arts could provide “opportunities for blacks and heal the divisions reflected in 
events like the Watts riot.”  See Daniel Widener, Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los 
Angeles (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2010), 94. 
17 New York Model Cities Planning Grant, RG 207, A1/97, Box 144, NARA, CP, part 1, 3. 
18 New York Model Cities Planning Grant, RG 207, A1/97, Box 144, NARA, CP. 
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should instead situate it as a “backdrop to the Black Power era in the North.”19  Black 

Power activists in the city not only rejected the slow pace of liberal integrationism, they 

also leveled some of the clearest critiques of the culture of poverty discourse that 

underwrote War on Poverty epistemology.  In June 1966 for example Stokely Carmichael 

and his allies in SNCC sent out a press release condemning the attention given to the 

Moynihan Report and the influence his writings on the so-called pathologies of the Black 

family had on government officials.  In the press release, the SNCC leadership inveighed 

against White America’s attempts to “shift responsibility for the degrading position in 

which black now find themselves away from the oppressors to the oppressed.”20  Further, 

the city’s Puerto Rican community—from moderate liberal activists to the younger more 

radical Young Lords—leveled their own critiques and challenges to the city’s White 

political and economic establishment.  I use New York’s experience with the Model 

Cities Program and War on Poverty to investigate the tensions between institutional fears 

over urban insurrection and the challenges leveled by already existing grassroots 

community and political formations.   

 In preparing an application for the program, the city identified three target areas—

Harlem, Central Brooklyn, and South Bronx.  Within these areas this city chose Central 

and East Harlem, parts of Bedford-Stuyvesant and Brownsville in Brooklyn, and the 

South Bronx and Morrisania areas of the Bronx.21  Taken together these areas comprised 

a little over 10% of the city’s total population, and nearly 45% of residents lived in 

                                                
19 Martha Biondi, To Stand and Fight:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Postwar New York City 
(Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2003), 2. 
20 Daniel Lucks, Selma to Saigon:  The Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War (Lexington:  
University Press of Kentucky, 2014), 129. 
21 New York Model Cities Planning Grant, RG 207, A1/97, Box 144, NARA, CP, part 1, 4. 
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poverty.  Besides scale, New York’s Model Neighborhood target areas were unique in the 

composition of their racial politics and demographics.  Whereas the problems of urban 

life were described in mainstream discourse as particularly Black, New York also had 

sizable Puerto Rican populations in its target areas.  East Harlem and the South Bronx in 

particular reflected this plurality.  In 1960, East Harlem’s population was 39% Puerto 

Rican and 32% Black in in 1960.  The Mott Haven and Hunts Point sections of the South 

Bronx were predominately Puerto Rican, and other areas including the eastern portion of 

the Brooklyn target also had sizable Puerto Rican communities, which by the mid-1960s 

numbered approximately 750,000 residents.22    

 

Image 3.1:  New York Model Neighborhood Target Areas.  The Bronx MN is the 
northernmost neighborhood on the map.  Just to the east is the Harlem MN.  The 
Brooklyn MN sits to the south. 
 

                                                
22 New York Model Cities Planning Grant, RG 207, A1/97, Box 144, NARA, CP, part 1, 4.  Puerto Rican 
population statistics found in Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action 
During the American Century (Durham:  Duke University Press, 2012), 176. 
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As one of the epicenters of Black Power and the home of the Black Panther Party, 

Oakland represents a natural site to explore the contestations between strategies of liberal 

inclusion and community power.23  According to the historian Jeffrey Ogbar, Black 

Power “demanded inclusion while advocating autonomy and self-determination.”24  The 

slippage between inclusion and autonomy was the fundamental and irredeemable paradox 

of War on Poverty governance, as authorities attempted to absorb normative participation 

while they simultaneously tried to prevent the proponents of self-determination from 

taking control of poverty programs.  Following the Watts rebellions in 1965, federal and 

state officials noted growing tensions in Oakland, a city that the Wall Street Journal 

called a “racial tinderbox.”25  While municipal officials and local residents drew from 

national fears of urban riots occurring across the nation, Oakland never succumbed to 

annual summer riots.  Rather, the Black Panther Party and its supporters, Oakland 

organized an explicit and constant armed insurgency against White structures of power 

and political authority.  In many ways, the armed insurgency of the BPP represented a far 

greater crisis of governance than riots.  The Panther’s founder Huey Newton wrote that 

urban riots across the nation, which he called spontaneous acts of Black rebellion, were 

not effective because they failed to present an image of a unified, autonomous 

community that demanded its needs be met.  Instead, he advocated that African 

                                                
23 As the historian Donna Murch has shown, the BPP was just one aspect of the rise of Black Power in 
Oakland.  Young Blacks attending the University of California, Berkeley and especially Merritt College 
rejected the integrationist rhetoric of racial liberalism and trained in direct action through their successful 
demands for the inclusion of Black studies into college curricula and the hiring of Black faculty.  See, 
Donna Murch, Living for the City:  Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in 
Oakland, California (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 97-116. 
24 Jeffrey O.G. Ogbar, Black Power:  Radical Politics and African American Identity (Baltimore:  The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 2. 
25 Donna Murch, Living for the City:  Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in 
Oakland, California (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 121. 
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Americans channel the anger from which riots emerged, and instead express it through an 

organized and armed movement that resembled a “coherent military force.”26  In addition, 

Oakland is also a critical site of study as it represents the fault lines of War on Poverty 

state-sanctioned community participation.  Residents’ demands for community control 

over the many programs revealed the ultimate crisis of governance for the liberal state:  

they articulated an epistemological alternative to the state; one that rejected the 

government’s constrained definition of civic belonging and participation as well as its 

legitimacy as the ultimate guarantor of rights and justice for its citizens.  By demanding 

unmediated community control of the programs and institutions in West Oakland, the 

Panthers took the logic of citizen participation to its logical endpoint and in doing so, 

challenged the role of the state in neighborhood and community uplift.  The clash 

between liberal inclusion and demands for genuine community control was emblematic 

of the limits of the War on Poverty state’s ability to absorb tension and conflict into 

cooperation.   

 Further, it is important to note that in this moment, the crises of governance was 

not related only to the most visible expressions of anger emanating from the cities:  the 

urban insurrections of the late 1960s.  Occurring parallel to these myriad acts of 

collective urban insurrection were a multitude of alternative discursive and 

epistemological imaginings of civic belonging, racial identity, and community formation.  

This period is notable not only for the state’s reaction to urban insurrection, but also for 

the various ways communities and individuals imagined alternative configurations of 

                                                
26 Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, Jr., Black Against Empire:  The History and Politics of the Black 
Panther Party (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2013), 68. 
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community and neighborhood authority that were illegible to the spatial and conceptual 

knowledge of War on Poverty epistemology.  In this chapter, I argue that these existing 

grassroots formations left the state with two choices:  mark grassroots community 

formations as inimical to liberal inclusion or borrow from and appropriate neighborhood 

and community processes already underway.  This tension between the imperatives of the 

state and the unexpected and alternative visions of participatory democracy is at the 

center of my analysis.  When discrete Model Cities projects like community centers, job 

training, and educational reform came to New York and Oakland, they were forced to 

compete with tactics, projects, and formations of community and belonging already in 

effect.  As this chapter demonstrates, the state’s ability to gain the trust and cooperation 

of aggrieved racialized minority communities through the promise of inclusion was 

ultimately at stake.  

Whose Community?:  Radical and Multiracial Challenges to War on Poverty 
Orthodoxy 

 New York city was one of many cities that experienced semi-annual urban rioting 

beginning in 1964.27  That year, following the July insurrection and impassioned calls 

from Harlem activists and community leaders to initiate a “guerrilla warfare” rent 

strike—and to prepare to defend themselves with violence if need be—the city’s Mayor 

Robert Wagner urged for calm.  In a television interview he stated, “Law and Order are 

the Negro’s best friend—make no mistake about that.  The opposite of law and order is 

mob rule, and that is the way of the Ku Klux Klan, the night rider and the lynch mobs.”28  

                                                
27 In 1967 alone, the Kerner commission found 164 collective disorders between the police and urban 
residents.  See National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, Report of the National Advisory 
Commission on Civil Disorders (New York:  Bantam Books, 1968), 113. 
28 Time Magazine Special on Harlem, vol. 84, no. 5, 1964, RG 381, A1/44, Box 522. 
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Wagner’s pleas in many ways fell on deaf ears, as Harlem residents who had reached the 

breaking point of police harassment, displacement caused by urban renewal, and crushing 

poverty took to the streets for six days.  The media depicted the violence as evidence of 

the breakdown of law and order, which residents found “patently preposterous” and 

instead blamed police violence, White racism, and poverty.  In one episode, when a White 

police officer screamed to the rioters through a bullhorn to “Go home,” one resident 

responded, “We are home, baby.”29 

In 1964 Time Magazine ran a special issue on Harlem.  Coupled with Ghetto Visit 

reportage, Time contributed to the broader national discourse around race, poverty, and 

urban space, which described poverty as both an economic and a cultural condition.  Not 

only were Harlem resident victims of segregation, low quality housing, and joblessness, 

the condition of poverty had produced its own pathology.  The expose described the 

residents as “withdrawn” and unmotivated.  Predictably Harlem, like urban centers 

throughout the country, was portrayed as a foreign place with its own culture, language, 

and temporal rhythms that were unrecognizable to suburban middle-class Whites.  With 

more detail and voyeuristic gaze, Time described Harlem using racialized symbols that 

confirmed its separateness:  “Harlem is the noise of Bongo drums from a dark window 

and a throbbing twist beat on a transistor radio.”30  It further pointed out that the primary 

economies were “the numbers” and the narcotics trade, which were partly responsible for 

violence in the area.  According to Alphonso Pinkney and Roger Woock, in a 1970 study 

about the War on Poverty in Harlem, the place held enormous symbolic cache for 

                                                
29 Time Magazine Special on Harlem, vol. 84, no. 5, 1964, RG 381, A1/44, Box 522. 
30 Time Magazine Special on Harlem, vol. 84, no. 5, 1964, RG 381, A1/44, Box 522. 
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national concerns about the problems of race and urban life in America.  They argued 

anecdotally that while White New Yorkers avoided it for fear of violence, European 

tourists eagerly toured the area to experience first-hand the sensationalistic depictions of 

the area.31  As such, Harlem represented in collective imagination both the fear and 

fantasy historically associated with the racialized gaze on urban space.32 

  Following the 1964 riots in Harlem and Brooklyn, the organization Harlem 

Youth Opportunities Unlimited (HARYOU)—which had been founded in 1962 by 

Kenneth Clark and his wife, Mamie Philips Clark—released a study entitled “Youth in 

the Ghetto.”33  HARYOU put forth a series of “self-help” programs meant to redirect the 

energies of local youth away from violence and toward “more productive” activities like 

neighborhood rehabilitation.  What is important to note here is that HARYOU emerged 

out of local initiative and simultaneously served many of the same goals of the later 

Model Cities Program and the War on Poverty.  From its inception HARYOU responded 

to the same culture of poverty discourses that animated subsequent national programs.  

Clark and the rest of the HARYOU leadership envisioned the actions and activities of the 

organization, according to the sociologist Noel Cazenave as “an explicit strategy of 

culture building” that could “resocialize Harlem’s youths into a positive, goal-directed 

lifestyle.”34  And Harlem was not along in this regard.  Similar organizations existed such 

as the Mobilization for Youth (MFY), established in 1962 in the Lower East Side, and 
                                                
31 Alphonso Pinkney and Roger Woock, Poverty and Politics in Harlem:  Report on Project Uplift, 1965 
(New Haven:  College and University Press, 1970), 25. 
32 These kinds of sensationalist renderings of urban space that tied danger to Blackness have a long history 
in America.  See for example Chad Heap, Slumming:  Sexual and Racial Encounters in American Nightlife, 
1885-1940 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
33 Alphonso Pinkney and Roger Woock, Poverty and Politics in Harlem:  Report on Project Uplift, 1965 
(New Haven:  College and University Press, 1970), 45. 
34 Noel Cazenave, Impossible Democracy:  The Unlikely Success of the War on Poverty Community Action 
Programs (Albany:  State University of New York Press, 2007), 97. 
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Youth in Action in Bedford-Stuyvesant.35  The sociologists Richard Cloward and Lloyd 

Ohlin, who directed MFY, believed in the importance of community uplift but rejected 

the racial and cultural essentialism underwriting the culture of poverty thesis.  Instead, 

they argued that juvenile delinquency in Black and Puerto Rican neighborhoods reflected 

a “discrepancy between aspiration and opportunity.”36  But like War on Poverty planners, 

they believed the key to community uplift was a “reorganization of slum communities” 

whereby city institutions worked with parents and residents on strategies to improve 

services and outcomes.   

 These were precisely the kinds of “community” engagements the Model Cities 

Program sought to foster and build upon and were important precursors for federal 

interventions into the cities.  Those “other” community impulses that operated outside of 

these goals were marginalized in favor of “productive” and “cooperative” forms of civic 

participation.  In the summer of 1965 HARYOU initiated Project Uplift to empower local 

residents to rehabilitate the physical blight in the area in order to develop a “sense of 

pride in the community,” provide recreation for local youths as a means to teach  

“cooperation and interdependence” for “fatherless children” without “role models,” and 

improve youth attitudes about education to counteract the “drop-out problem” that 

                                                
35 New York War on Poverty, White House Central Files-Welfare, Box 38, LBJ Library.  The historian 
Sonia Song-Ha Lee argues that federal officials established MFY in the Lower East Side because it was 
seen as a neighborhood of European immigrants and would thus be less controversial than an explicitly 
“minority” program.  They did not anticipate however, that 74% and 20% of participants would be Puerto 
Rican and African American respectively.  See Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights 
Movement:  Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City (Chapel 
Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 116. 
36 Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement:  Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and 
the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 
115. 
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apparently contributed to summer rioting.37  HARYOU’s summer Project Uplift program 

used the same language of personal and community uplift later appropriated by War on 

Poverty epistemology.  But perhaps no Project Uplift program more clearly foreshadowed 

War on Poverty efforts to appropriate community pride in the fight against the cultural 

pathologies produced by poverty than a series of activities titled “Public Information and 

Historical Landmarks.”  Believing that too many of the residents lacked a sense of 

Harlem’s history and its heritage as a site of Black community, this program sought to 

familiarize residents—and youth in particular—with the area’s history.  Doing so, 

HARYOU’s leadership hoped, would help to create and foster “neighborhood pride and 

identity.”38   

 There was always a certain paradox in War on Poverty programs promoting Black 

history and community pride.  On the one hand, War on Poverty epistemology had drawn 

a clear connection between poverty and the supposed lack of community identity and 

pride in poor neighborhoods.  Conversely, as I demonstrate throughout this study, target 

area neighborhoods developed and benefited from a broad array of community 

configurations that served the needs of residents.  Even though they were often illegible 

to bureaucrats and planners, that did not mean that community identities did not exist; 

rather residents and community leaders developed affinities and loyalties based on daily 

interactions and community-initiated organizations.  The ultimate goals and benefits of 

building community pride however, often served opposing ends for government 

authorities and the neighborhood grassroots.   
                                                
37 Alphonso Pinkney and Roger Woock, Poverty and Politics in Harlem:  Report on Project Uplift, 1965 
(New Haven:  College and University Press, 1970), 47. 
38 HARYOU Half-Way Report:  Is the Demonstration Experiment Working?, White House Central Files-
Welfare, Box 37, Folder 7, LBJ Library. 
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 The assemblage of War on Poverty programs reflected a governmental imperative 

to prevent rebellion and violence and this often took the form of appropriating many of 

the central tenets that animated Black Power and other oppositional community 

formations.39  As the historian Karen Ferguson argues, one of the overlooked aspects of 

1960s White liberalism—as exemplified through organizations like the Ford 

Foundation—was its intellectual embrace of “racial separatism” and “ghetto-based” 

solutions to social problems.40  But in some ways this created a crisis of governance.  

Neighborhood pride and knowledge of history were welcome if they prevented 

radicalism and rebellion, but they were also constitutive of the anger and radicalism 

emanating from the cities.  Project Uplift’s decision to fund Amiri Baraka’s Black Arts 

Theater demonstrated the nuanced ways government officials sought to encourage 

participatory citizenship while simultaneously containing its supposed radical impulses 

that were manifested in calls for community control and rejection of War on Poverty 

governance.  Even though Baraka’s writings and rhetoric about Black pride and rebellion 

concerned officials, one OEO official summed it up this way:  “We’d rather see these kids 

fussing on the stage than on the streets.”41  Baraka and his allies represented precisely 

who the War on Poverty discourse sought to marginalize.  But at the same time, the state 

was equally concerned with containing its revolutionary rhetoric through seemingly 

benign activities like summer youth theater.  From the perspective of Baraka and the 

Central Harlem community however, these performances represented a visible claim to 
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public space that was too often denied to them.  Indeed, according to the historian Daniel 

Widener, a central component of the radical Black politics of the 1960s was a purposeful 

linking of cultural production with “fights over rights and resources” and urges scholars 

to recognize the interrelationship between “culture” and “politics.”42  

 At the end of the summer, on September 11th, 50,000 Harlem residents participated 

in a “Festival of Self-Help” to commemorate the successes of Project Uplift.  Of 

particular note to HARYOU leadership was the fact that through active participation, 

Harlem youth “took a long hot summer and turned it into a time of building, of 

organizing, and of progress.”43  The ability to redirect the tensions emanating from poor 

urban centers toward cooperative neighborhood and community rehabilitation was a 

fulfillment of the liberal imperative to produce citizens who were effective allies in 

governing the city.  But the state’s ability to manage crisis through inclusion was tenuous 

at best.  Perhaps no one more perfectly articulated both the strategic potentiality of liberal 

governance and its extreme precarity than the Harlem Community Action Program 

administrator Livingston Wingate who told a National Urban League meeting that the 

project “bought time” to avoid urban upheaval.  But he also warned that patience was 

wearing thin.44 

 A year earlier in February 1964 Black and Puerto Rican activists organized and 

carried out a one-day city-wide school boycott that reflected both neighborhood 

frustrations and the kinds of community-based activism that predated Model Cities 
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interventions into the city.  Frustrated by the slow pace of school desegregation following 

the 1954 Brown decision and White intransigence to direct solutions like busing and 

rezoning, Harlem activists demanded community control of neighborhood schools.  The 

boycott was a massive success with 450,000 students, or 44% of the city’s public school 

system participating.45  Two years later in September 1966, the growing demand for 

community control found voice in East Harlem over the controversy over Intermediate 

School 201.  Responding to White backlash, the school board abandoned its plans to open 

IS 201 as an integrated school, leaving it with a student body that was almost completely 

made up of Black and Puerto Rican students.  Further insulting to the community, the 

school board appointed a White man, Stanley Lisser as the school’s principle.  The 

controversy brought together Black and Puerto Rican parents as well as Malcolm X’s 

Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU) and the city’s Black Power wing of the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) who prevented the opening of the 

school.  They demanded that if the city would not force White children to attend, the 

community should be given full authority to run the school itself.46  Following months of 

contentious debate, and with the assistance of the Ford Foundation, Harlem community 

activists and the city came to a compromise in which a coalition of parents, community 

members, and teachers controlled the schools East Harlem.47   

 The controversy at IS 201 was indicative of the power of community formations 

in Model Neighborhood target areas.  In 1965 Puerto Rican activists, led by Evelina 
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Lopez Antonetty staged a takeover of a city-owned building in the South Bronx facing 

demolition.48  That building, located at 791 Prospect Avenue in the South Bronx became 

the headquarters for United Bronx Parents (UBP).  To Antonetty, the UBP and the 

broader scope of educational activism was necessarily a multiracial project that 

connected Puerto Rican and African American residents both through their shared 

experiences living in the same neighborhoods and processes of racialization that similarly 

constructed them as “non-white” and culturally and political “maladjusted” and therefore 

incapable of fixing the problems associated with poverty for themselves.49  Further 

according to the historian Sonia Lee, Puerto Rican residents—initially hesitant to the 

align themselves with the Black freedom struggle for fear of being racialized as Black—

came to accept this affiliation partly out of political exigency.  For all the institutional 

pronouncements that the War on Poverty was essentially colorblind, the truth was that 

federal and city officials focused most their attention and resources towards urban Black 

communities.  Most federal officials knew very little about the particularities of Puerto 

Rican communities and struggled to categorize them racially.  Puerto Rican community 

leaders came to believe that their inclusion in federal poverty programs depended on 

discursive association with African Americans in the country’s racial hierarchy.50  By the 

late 1950s in fact, New York authorities and media had begun to use the emergent 
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“culture of poverty” discourse to describe the city’s “Puerto Rican problem.”51  But the 

multiracial bonds of Black and Puerto Rican communities were not only the consequence 

of political expediency.  Together, they imagined a political project that went beyond the 

scope of War on Poverty programs and rejected governmental rationalities that assumed 

the primary roadblock facing racialized minority urban communities was the lack of 

opportunity and skills, which could be fixed through training and participation.  Instead, 

Black and Puerto Rican residents and community formations rejected this set of 

assumptions and demanded a form of racial justice based on emancipation from the 

economic, cultural, and political structures of White supremacy that created the 

conditions of poverty they were forced to endure.   

 The UBP, which received OEO funding, articulated its own vision of community 

action and community power through its underlying philosophy about the role of 

education for a community:  “A Good School Involves Its Students in the Life of Their 

Community.”52  Using War on Poverty funds, the UBP rejected circumscribed and 

mediated forms participation and instead flipped the language of community inclusion on 

its head and demanded that schools work in the service of community.  Antonetty wrote 

and distributed a checklist that encouraged residents to use when addressing public 

school administrators about the needs of their schools and communities.  For instance, the 

checklist included such questions as, if the school stayed open beyond normal business 

hours for “recreational and educational activities for neighborhood residents of all ages,” 
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if a given school employed a “mixed staff of idealistic and energetic professional and lay 

educators who lived primarily in the community,” and if it allowed “local lawyers to 

teach classes on tenants’ rights on its premises.”53  The UBP as well as activists in 

Harlem by the end of the 1960s had developed a set of ideas about community power and 

the kinds of multiethnic and collaborative community formations that were possible. 

 In response to these demands for increased recognition in municipal politics, the 

Lindsay administration moved to build a functional relationship with Puerto Ricans in the 

city.  From the perspective of Lindsay and federal planners, incorporating Puerto Rican 

residents into citywide discussions of poverty, race, and politics served two essential, 

interrelated functions.  First, according to Goldstein, institutional recognition of Puerto 

Rican community interests would strengthen federal and municipal authority by 

“establishing its presence” in neighborhood and community formations.54  In addition, 

the inclusion of the city’s Puerto Rican communities in War on Poverty planning, 

negotiation, and implementation created the means by which city officials sanctioned 

who and what constituted the community and its interests.  In this respect, recognition 

itself created the conditions for effective War on Poverty governance.  

 The first official Puerto Rican War on Poverty organization in the city was the 

Puerto Rican Community Development Project (PRCDP) founded and granted official 

OEO status in 1964.55  Its director Manuel Diaz, as the former community outreach 
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director for Mobilization for Youth and a protégé of Kenneth Clark, had years of 

experience with both community service and bureaucratic processes.  The PRCDP 

functioned as an umbrella organization that coordinated the various poverty programs and 

community organizations for Puerto Ricans across the city.  For Lindsay and the federal 

and municipal officials tasked with program implementation in New York, the PRCDP 

provided a legible manifestation of Puerto Rican community through which officials 

could foster inclusion.  But the PRCDP did not reflect the multiple configurations of 

community at the grassroots level.  City officials could claim concern for Puerto Rican 

residents through the auspices of their engagement with the PRCDP.  But the racialized 

logic of the War on Poverty defined “community” through essentialized categories of 

race and ethnicity. Its limited definition of community could not account for divergent 

politics among Puerto Rican residents nor multiracial Black/Puerto Rican configurations 

of community built through spatial proximity and the shared experiences of poverty, 

racism, and police harassment.   

 For as much as city officials sought to define and incorporate the Puerto Rican 

community in New York, at the grassroots level residents and activists imagined 

alternative formations and demanded a version of justice outside the parameters of War 

on Poverty governance.  Originally founded in the 1950s in the Lincoln Park area of 

Chicago by friends, Orlando Davila and Jose “Cha Cha” Jimenez, the Young Lords 

offered a radical alternative to War on Poverty liberal inclusion.56  In July 1969 a group 

of Puerto Rican youths in New York, inspired by Jimenez, established their own chapter.  
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The Young Lords were inspired, not by established leaders working within government 

institutions, but by the Black Panther Party and its ideology of revolutionary nationalism. 

Also like the Panthers, they viewed poverty not as an unfortunate but fixable paradox of 

American society that could be solved by increasing opportunities, but as a consequence 

of American imperialism and the intertwined relationship between racism and capitalist 

exploitation.  The deputy director of the New York chapter of the Young Lords, Richie 

Perez, called the War on Poverty a “sham and a false solution” and organizations that 

participated—like the PRCDP—were all “hopelessly co-opted.”57  Instead, Young Lords 

directed their energies towards direct action against the neglect and exploitation 

experienced by the people in their neighborhoods communities.  For example, that same 

month, the Lords organized residents and East Harlem against the city’s sanitation 

department and its unequal distribution of services to the area.  This performance of 

community action—based on ethnic ties among Puerto Ricans and the shared conditions 

of racism and poverty with the area’s African American residents—revealed the 

revolutionary potential of alternative grassroots configurations of community and 

solidarity.      

 Ultimately, the Model Cities Program’s introduction into New York was forced to 

reckon with the fact that genuine community action predated federal poverty programs.  

These neighborhoods had already existing, well-organized and seasoned community 

participation mechanisms and programs.  This simple fact laid bare one of the 

fundamental fictions of War on Poverty epistemology:  that the Model Cities Program 
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was necessary because target areas lacked functional networks of community support and 

collective identity.  The communities and neighborhoods in Harlem, Brooklyn, and the 

Bronx—nor anywhere else for that matter—were not unmarked, empty Model 

Neighborhoods; they were home to existing and well-organized collectivities that already 

had their own ideas about what community and participation meant.   

 The panic over urban insurrection coupled with the strength of grassroots activism 

in New York was a crisis of governance for the War on Poverty state.  The threat of urban 

insurrection made the politics of inclusion particularly urgent in New York and 

throughout the nation.  The notion of community action as a form of “riot prevention” 

played out in multiple cities throughout the nation.  In Elizabeth, New Jersey, the mayor 

and police recruited anti-poverty workers and community leaders to serve as “Peace 

Keepers” to maintain calm in the community during the summer months when tension 

were high.58  This process—redirecting potential and real forces of opposition emanating 

from target areas—into the sphere of municipal institutions was critical to War on 

Poverty governance.  According to an OEO report in the fall of 1967 mayors across the 

country praised community action for the role it played in managing tensions.  In 

Winston-Salem for example, the mayor thanked an organization aptly named Experiment 

in Self-Reliance for the role it played in participating with officials and police in 

preventing violence.59  Dayton, Ohio recruited “a group of Negro Youths,” calling them 

the White Caps to patrol the streets to break up crowds and alert police to potential flare-

ups.60   
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 These efforts to “keep the summer cool” through youth and community 

participation elided the central role that many urban Blacks believed the police played in 

producing the conditions for violence.61  The riot in Elizabeth, New Jersey for example 

was precipitated by increased police patrols and a general pattern of harassment before 

the outbreak of any violence.  Responding to the Newark riots in July, police departments 

throughout northern New Jersey increased patrols in urban areas.  Predictably this only 

increased tensions.  As one Elizabeth native said, “We are being punished but we haven’t 

done anything.”62  Increased security as well as the preemptive recruitment of area youth 

to prevent urban rioting succeeded in crafting a particular narrative around race and urban 

uprisings:  the riots were the fault of the individuals and communities residing in 

particular neighborhoods, not the structures of deindustrialization, the deleterious effects 

of urban renewal, or the outside, predominately White police force that disproportionately 

harassed and disciplined communities of color.  In fact, according to the Kerner 

Commission report, the decision to hire enlist the “Peace Keepers” served the explicit 

purpose of shifting the onus of ending urban rioting onto the community itself.  Once 

police felt the “Peace Keepers” had effectively eased tensions, the police retreated from 

the area and left the remaining duties to the enlisted community members.63 

 Enlisting the participation of potential and former urban rebels was an especially 

urgent task for government authorities because these were precisely the people likely to 

be politically engaged and were thus up for grabs for the state or the forces of radical 
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oppositionality.  The Kerner Commission found, for example that the rioters—like the 

“Peace Keepers”—were among the most politically engaged residents in a given 

neighborhood, when compared to self-reported riot non-participants.64  Those involved in 

active resistance or opposition had already demonstrated the impulse for political 

participation.  For municipal officials, this is why enlisting the participation of the most 

aggrieved communities was so urgently important; the individuals and communities who 

could most benefit the Model Cities Program with active and engaged participation also 

paradoxically posed its greatest threat.   

The Production of Community and Security in New York’s Model Neighborhoods 

 Model Cities planners, concerned about the specter of urban violence, tied 

supposed cultural pathology and deficiency with dilapidated space.  The conventional 

wisdom was that the poor quality of homes, streets, and a dearth of services for garbage 

pickup and sewage fostered an environment for “crime and provide[d] a haven for every 

vice and social sickness.”65  City officials and Model Cities planners argued that “fear, 

despair, and anguish” were not only as critical as the physical environment, but they were 

mutually constitutive and created the conditions upon which rioting and violence could 

occur.66  The specter of violence was written into the logic of the city’s Model Cities 

planning in part by the Ghetto Visit reports. Stanford Ross’ May 1967 report on his visit 

to Harlem anticipated an impending riot in the coming months.  In addition to his time in 

Harlem, Ross also visited the South Bronx as well as the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

neighborhood in Brooklyn.  He concluded that physical and environmental decay, 
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joblessness, and a palpable loss hope were “conditions which could lead to rioting.”67  

The seeming inevitability of violence was so severe that Ross found community leaders 

unwilling to even speculate on the possibility, believing that just talking about it would 

make it more likely to occur.  But more than describing the conditions that a growing 

consensus that the coming summer would see another round of rebellion, Ross’ report 

illuminated the contested meaning of urban riots between political officials and 

neighborhood residents, and made clear the impetus for the politics of inclusion as a 

strategy of containment.  The Harlem residents he described as “Militant Negroes” 

viewed summer riots from the vantage point of making claims to power.  Rioting in this 

conceptualization was a manifestation of community power, and Model Cities and its 

promise of citizen participation sought to redirect that energy and appropriate that anger 

in the service of cooperative participatory citizenship.   

 In the early planning stages New York officials tied physical improvements to the 

prevention of violence and the production of normative performances of citizenship.  The 

sociologist Steven Gregory, in a study of the War on Poverty in the Queens neighborhood 

of Corona, points out that Mayor John Lindsay referred to the incorporation of residents 

and activists into bureaucratic governance as a “riot prevention system.”68  As part of the 

broad physical improvement program which included traditional urban renewal activities, 

the construction and improvement of local parks, and overall building upgrades, officials 

argued that “high standards of quality and design” would help to create “cleanliness and 
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security” in the region.69  They went further arguing that the “creation of an attractive and 

healthy environment is a key to the morale of area residents’ and that the “positive 

psychological impact resulting from pride in an improved neighborhood can help people 

in their individual effort to improve their status.”70  Here planners drew a direct 

connection between the beautification of space and its concomitant effects on producing 

productive citizens as an antidote to violent insurrection.   

 This was the cultural, economic, and political context out of which New York 

applied for participation in the Model Cities Program.  In its application, planners pointed 

out their unique problems—mostly having to do with scale—but also offered a narrative 

of racial segregation, dilapidated housing, and cultural pathology that was in sync with 

the broader epistemologies of the era.  In a wide-ranging discussion of the target areas, 

planners noted physical decay but also problems of substance abuse, violence, and poor 

physical and mental health as indicators of the problems plaguing residents and 

communities.  It should come as no surprise that the city chose the target areas it did.  

The three Brooklyn neighborhoods within the Model Neighborhood area had been given 

a “D,” or “redline” grade by the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) in 1933.71  

Along with the familiar symbols of urban poverty, city officials included the Bedford-

Stuyvesant neighborhood in the MN area based on their belief in its potential for 

rejuvenation.  Planners saw it as an attractive target site partly because its high proportion 

of homeownership fed the belief that its problems were fixable.  In addition to the high 

degree of homeownership the area also had an existing network of voluntary civic 
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organizations and associations that offered support and assistance in housing, social 

services, education, and employment.72   Since the underlying logic of the War on 

Poverty was to intervene at the scale of community to, the presence of already 

functioning networks of collective support and identity made it a desirable demonstration 

area.  Bedford-Stuyvesant also fulfilled federal criteria because it had sections clearly 

legible as poverty spaces.  These areas had low-income residents, a high proportion of 

female-headed homes, overcrowding, and poor housing conditions.  The Brownsville and 

East New York areas included in the Central Brooklyn Model Neighborhood area also fit 

established criteria for program participation based on the high proportion of Black and 

Puerto Rican residents as well as elderly Whites.   

 Beyond the improvements to physical structures, access to services, and job 

training programs, the New York Model Cities Program also identified security and the 

prevention of violence as a core component of their program.  Like other cities, planners 

first identified common fixes like improved lighting in public spaces as a way to improve 

security in the target areas.  But in addition, they also moved to incorporate area residents 

“help provide neighborhood protection.”73  In keeping with the underlying regulatory 

logics of War on Poverty governance, city officials sought to increase neighborhood 

security and decrease the potential for violence through the incorporation and 

participation of those very residents and communities who they believed were 

responsible for the riots.  Lest there be any confusion about the regulatory aspects of the 

program, planners pointed to the imperative of citizen participation as a means to create a 
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“good working relationship between the neighborhoods and the government,” not one 

based on the kind of distrust and antagonism that supposedly precipitated urban 

violence.74 

 This effort to absorb and appropriate potentially violent impulses emanating from 

target communities played out in the enactment of specific programs.  Using between 

$10-12 million out of $65 million given to New York from the total federal allocation of 

$512 million in Model Cities funds, the city began a youth police cadet training program 

in the Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brownsville, and East New York neighborhoods of the 

Brooklyn Model Neighborhood in February 1969.  This funding allocation reflected the 

high priority city officials placed on neighborhood security and the prevention of urban 

insurrection and satisfied the underlying goals of War on Poverty governance.  According 

to the executive secretary of the New York City Model Cities Program Eugenia M. 

Flatow, community security and policing in the Model Neighborhoods was especially 

urgent because local businesses simply could not rely on the “kind of protection that is 

necessary to keep their businesses going.”75  Flatow’s rationalization for the program 

tacitly acknowledged a lack of protection from the city’s police force, but was also 

consistent with the disciplinary logic inherent within the politics of inclusion.  One set of 

youths recruited for the program, dubbed “community service officers,” received training 

for neighborhood patrols and for civil service exams that placed them on the career track 

for future employment in local police departments.  The other set of youths were trained 
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as private guard tasked with protecting local businesses.  This training also prepared them 

to work for private security companies like the Burns and Pinkerton organizations.76   

 In addition, the Harlem Model Neighborhood started the Law Enforcement 

project in 1969.  Its express purpose was to “recruit and train youth from law income 

minority groups” into a career in law enforcement.77  Beyond serving as part of the job 

training goals of the broader Model Cities Program, the Law Enforcement project 

specifically sought to counteract antagonism with police—believed to be at the heart of 

much violence and tension in the area—into a productive alliance.  It further contributed 

to the programmatic goals of the Model Cities Program to create allies in governing the 

city.  That same year, the Central Brooklyn proposed something similar called the 

Community Service Officer (CSO) program.  Again, the goal of the program was to 

recruit residents into the police department as a way to “reduce crime and better 

community-police relations.”  The program set out to recruit 50 neighborhood area 

residents—thus providing the city with 50 “new conduits through which community-

police relationships” could be improved.78  By the second year of the CSO in 1971 the 

nearly 50 recruits were employed with the 79th precinct and crime in the Fulton Park area 

of the Model Neighborhood had decreased by 17%.79 

If there was any doubt about the broader impulse to use Model Cities funds to 

contain and manage crisis through citizen participation, an editorial for The Washington 

Post put it plain terms.  The journalist Philip Meyer proposed that Model Neighborhoods 
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across the country should experiment with “young Negroes” to “help cool riots and keep 

peace in the ghettos.”80  Citing the Lemberg Center for the Study of Violence at Brandeis 

University, Meyer argued that youth patrols that contained “high school dropouts, youths 

criminal records and recent rioters” could help stem the potential for violence in the 

cities.  He conceded that the correlation between youth patrols and decreasing violence 

did not prove causation, but was quick to point out that at the very least, community 

security programs could channel “the energies of young blacks along constructive lines.”  

Completely eliding the politics behind the rash of urban uprisings—poverty, police 

harassment and brutality, municipal disinvestments in cities, structural racism—the study 

suggested that urban youths were completely apolitical in their actions.  It argued that 

rioting and community patrols were really two sides of the same coin:  “Young people 

seizing upon the opportunity of a conflict situation to exercise the influence and power 

denied them under normal social conditions.”  This logic permeated throughout the 

various community police initiatives funded under the aegis of the Model Cities Program 

and the broader War on Poverty throughout the nation.   

The Black Panther Party and Grassroots Demands for Radical Alternatives 

 In many ways, Oakland represented the most potent symbol the specter of urban 

crisis and racial tension in America.  Founded in October 1966, the Black Panther Party 

proposed a radical alternative to War on Poverty inclusion that exposed the contradictions 

between strategies of liberal governance and grassroots demands for recognition and 

authority.  The Panthers’ radical alternative represented a crisis of governance for the 
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liberal state and also incited panic over its revolutionary potential.  In September 1968 

the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation J. Edgar Hoover went so far as to call 

the Panthers the “greatest threat to the internal security of the country.”  The city was 

emblematic of the mounting anger of the urban grassroots and the state’s urgency to 

contain it.  The Model Cities Program arrived in this context.  The North and West 

Oakland neighborhoods designated as the Model Neighborhood area housed 

approximately 50,000 people, making up around 13.5% of the total city population but 

70% of its Black population.81  The area also housed well over half of the city’s total 

substandard housing, 40% of all welfare cases in the city, as well as the majority of public 

health concerns relating to tuberculosis and sexually transmitted diseases.  In addition, 

like many urban centers throughout the country Oakland in the 1960s was in the midst of 

a dramatic population and demographic shift along the lines of race.  Between 1950 and 

1960 for example, the White population in the city decreased by 11% while the Black and 

“other races” populations increased over 75% and 63% respectively.82  The striking racial 

segregation of the Model Neighborhood could also be found in the fact that the by 1965 

of the 15 schools in the area, all except one had a student body that was over 94% 

Black.83  Between 1950 and 1960, approximately 100,000 Whites left the city and were 

replaced by low-income, and mostly Black and Latino residents.  By the mid-1960s 

Oakland was home to between 20,000-30,000 mostly Mexican American Latino residents 

who lived primarily in the Fruitvale and Foothill neighborhoods in East Oakland.84   
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Image 3.2:  Oakland Model Neighborhood with Surrounding Neighborhoods.  Note also 
the Fruitvale neighborhood to the east.   
 
In addition between 1959 and 1965 vacancies in the downtown shopping district rose to 

21%.85  Oakland, like urban centers throughout the nation in the aftermath of World War 

II, faced economic crisis caused by capital and White flight.  The West Oakland Model 

Neighborhood area was also victim to many of the same processes faced by other cities 

during urban renewal.  In 1958 the construction of the Nimitz Freeway bisected the 

neighborhood and destroyed homes and businesses.86   

 Oakland also represents an important case study as it was a precursor to the 

national conservative revolution.  In 1966 Ronald Reagan defeated the Democrat Pat 

Brown for the governorship of California on a campaign that appealed to working and 

middle-class Whites who had begun to turn against the War on Poverty, complaining that 
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it had gone too far in acquiescing to Black radicalism.  Reagan exploited panic over the 

previous year’s urban insurrection in Watts and appealed to a growing demand for law 

and order politics.87  In a foreshadowing of the clashes that would emerge in the 

following years over the role of “acceptable” political participation in Oakland’s War on 

Poverty, and in response to riots around San Francisco, Reagan stated “the leaders of the 

Negro community who have urged civil disobedience have forfeited their right to 

leadership.”88  Reagan would deploy this same logic—that oppositional alternatives to 

normative political expression—in seeking to delegitimize Black Oakland’s demands for 

community control and authority over the city’s War on Poverty.   

 As the historian Robert Self argues, West Oakland residents, both within and 

outside of the Black Panther Party articulated their struggle through the language of 

anticolonialism and the urban ghetto of Oakland as dominated colony.  As a counterpoint 

to this form of colonial rule, Panther leaders developed a strategy of “community 

empowerment” to take greater control of their lives and the institutions that affected 

them.89  Using Oakland as a case study Self situates Black Power not as a definitive break 

with the normative integrationism of the southern Civil Rights Movement, but as part of a 

larger effort to attain leadership and control over the political and municipal institutions 

that impacted the lives of Black people.  The radical militancy of the BPP were not the 

only iterations of Black Power.  Rather, urban Blacks formulated Black Power strategies 

both at the grassroots community level, but also through municipal institutions.  Indeed, 
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he argues that “Black power and community empowerment grew up together as 

concepts” to lay claim to political authority and contest an unresponsive and 

unrepresentative politico-cultural status quo.90   

 Using Self’s formulations of the city’s urban politics, I explore the complex and 

contested ways that West Oakland residents challenged the liberal imperatives of War on 

Poverty governance.  In particular, I track two parallel visions of community power that 

pushed against and ultimately exploded the boundaries of normative citizen participation.  

First, I focus on the Black Panther Party and explore how the party adopted a strategy of 

community control that both challenged the legitimacy of the state and ran counter to War 

on Poverty epistemologies of normative participation.  Second I shift to two War on 

Poverty organizations:  the Oakland Economic Development Council Inc. (OEDCI) and 

West Oakland Planning Committee (WOPC), which was the citizen participation body of 

the Model Cities Program.  Both the OEDCI and the WOPC worked within War on 

Poverty institutions, but challenged programmatic definitions of citizen participation and 

demanded more expansive authority of the program.  The Panthers and the city’s War on 

Poverty organizations represented multiple levels of threat to War on Poverty orthodoxy.   

The Panthers offered an alternative vision of community and justice independent 

of the state, and the OEDCI and WOPC challenged institutional deployments of citizen 

participation from within the War on Poverty apparatus.  The West Oakland community’s 

multivalent challenges to War on Poverty orthodoxy—from within and outside municipal 

institutions—sheds light on the myriad strategies available to the grassroots for political 
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power and the malleability state response. The governmental rationalities of the War on 

Poverty relied on the state’s ability to define a singular “community,” but in Oakland 

officials faced threats from a multiplicity of community formations that represented 

varying interests and affinities.  Whether advocating for Black candidates in the field of 

electoral politics or working outside and in opposition to the political mainstream, West 

Oakland residents exposed the limits of War on Poverty epistemology that struggled to 

define the communities it was tasked to manage.  I borrow from Self’s calls to scholars to 

ease the dichotomy between liberal co-option and grassroots radicalism.  The Panthers, 

OEDCI, and WOPC all endured varying degrees of criticism from local and federal 

officials as well as various community and resident organizations.  Their diverse 

strategies and the pushback they faced from city officials laid bare the limits of citizen 

participation when their calls for community power eclipsed the boundaries established 

by War on Poverty planning.   

 I depart from the work of Self in important ways as well.  First, is the matter of 

where to situate the city’s War on Poverty within the expansive matrix of national urban 

and policy initiatives, national and local movements for civil rights, and finally the 

broader regulatory imperatives of liberal governance.  While Self frames the West 

Oakland community’s interaction with Great Society programs—and the Model Cities 

Program in particular—as a social movement stifled by an unresponsive state apparatus, 

my analysis focuses on how the governmental rationalities of inclusion responded to and 

sought to contain the growing influence of the city’s Black radicals and their demands for 

community control outside the boundaries established by Model Cities planning.  In 

addition, I situate Oakland within the national War on Poverty and Model Cities context.  
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The battles between residents and City Hall were very much informed by local politics 

and community formations, to be sure.  But the city was also just one example of a broad 

spectrum of potential outcomes and contests in cities across the nation.  The controversies 

over the boundaries of citizen participation represented perhaps the greatest crisis of 

governance for the federal state as the city was home to activists who challenged War on 

Poverty orthodoxy both from within and outside municipal institutions.    

 In many ways, the OEDCI and the WOPC represented the clearest institutional 

critiques of the limits of the War on Poverty-era politics of inclusion.  These two 

organizational bodies, functioned within the very institutions tasked with fostering urban 

Black political participation, faced immediate and extreme repression precisely because 

they demanded that “citizen participation” function as a means of community control.  

The Panthers, OEDCI, and WOPC pushed the promise of citizen participation to its 

breaking point and revealed the governmental fault lines for acceptable expressions of 

political participation for the racialized urban poor.  Here I inquire into whether 

Oakland’s War on Poverty “failed” precisely because its residents and communities 

demanded a form participatory democracy that could not be contained and regulated by 

Model Cities guidelines.   

 The rising tide of Black radicalism in Oakland was no accident.  According to the 

historian Donna Murch, although the disappointments of unemployment and poverty 

following the boom of World War II industrial expansion and the subsequent 

deindustrialization of wartime economies was not unique to the area, it was particularly 

frustrating to residents of the Bay Area who received such a large bounty from federal 
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subsidies.91  The disappearance of shipyard jobs and other wartime industrial positions 

left too many without work.  As was all too common throughout the nation, the African 

Americans were disproportionately impacted by joblessness following the 

deindustrialization of the economy.  Accordingly the combination of deindustrialization, 

White suburban exodus, and an increasingly punitive and a disproportionate deployment 

of policing on Black youth created a political and cultural milieu upon which alternative 

radical political formations emerged.   

 The Panthers explicitly and actively critiqued and rejected the very logic of the 

War on Poverty and its promise of citizen participation.  They created programs that 

delivered services to the West Oakland community outside of and in opposition to War on 

Poverty institutions, and in doing so challenged the legitimacy of the liberal state as the 

ultimate arbiter of rights and justice.92  That story has been told eloquently and in great 

deal in many places, and my purpose is not to recreate that here.93  Rather, I show how 

the city’s War on Poverty, and in particular its Model Cities Program, responded to the 

Black Panther Party by attempting to recreate many of the services and programs the BPP 

offered its community.  In this way, we can see the problematics of drawing a strict 

dichotomy between co-option and revolution.  Many of the Panthers’ members—and 
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specifically its leaders—rejected participation within existing political institutions.  But 

planners at the local and federal level encouraged and provided Model Cities funding for 

programs that were reminiscent in not outright copies of BPP initiatives.  I show the ways 

in which the governmental imperative of citizen participation both drew a stark line 

between normative and oppositional forms of political participation and succeeded in 

absorbing many of the goals and programs—if not individuals and communities—into 

the sphere of the liberal state.  The War on Poverty state and its promise of inclusion 

sought to train and inculcate participatory subjects that worked cooperatively within 

mainstream institutions.  Those political and community formations that refused the 

established terms were marginalized and marked as enemies of the state. 

 The Black Panther Party presented epistemological and practical alternatives to 

the inclusionary rhetoric of the War on Poverty.  Not only did African Americans in 

Oakland arm themselves against violence and harassment from the police, they also 

imagined an alternative vision of urban citizenship that did not rely on the limited 

promises of authority put forth by the state.  They rejected constrained promises of 

inclusion and proposed a more democratic and participatory alternative.  What was 

ultimately at stake then, was not simply the governmental imperative to contain the threat 

of urban violence, but the containment of revolution.  Further threatening to federal and 

city officials was the fact that the party leadership came of political age within the context 

of Oakland’s poverty program and were thus well-versed in the underlying governmental 

logics of the era.  In a 1968 interview with Playboy Magazine the Panthers’ Minister of 

Education Eldrigde Cleaver gave insight into the party’s relationship to War on Poverty 

programs:  “Our basic demand is for proportionate participation in the real power that 
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runs this country.  This means that black people must have part of the decision-making 

power concerning all legislation, all appropriation of money” affecting targeted 

communities.94  Cleaver articulated the fundamental paradox of the Model Cities 

Program.  The era’s focus on the alleviation of urban poverty centered on the belief that 

policies and programs were needed at the scale of community and neighborhood and to 

be effective needed to enlist the participation of targeted individuals and communities.  

But citizen participation could be seized by communities to make claims for autonomy 

and authority.  In Oakland, the Panthers and a cadre of Black Power advocates clashed 

with municipal officials over authority and control of War on Poverty program.   

 The Party’s official newspaper, The Black Panther presented both its criticism of 

War on Poverty rationality and its alternative vision in the earliest years of Model Cities 

planning.  In an article entitled “Core City Politics” Earl Anthony wrote that the effects of 

White flight, urban renewal, and racial segregation had produced a “clear line of 

demarcation” in American metropolitan life.95  This had produced a circumstance in 

which Black people in American cities became victims of “domestic colonialism.”  What 

marked domestic colonialism of urban Blacks in America was not only spatial 

segregation, but also the fact that “outsiders” asserted control over the “political 

institutions of the people within the core city.”96   Not willing to accede to this condition, 

Cleaver proposed that the residents of North Richmond neighborhood—itself within the 

boundaries of the proposed Model Neighborhood—incorporate into an “independent 
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city” to “gain control of the War on Poverty” programs and funds in the area, rather than 

“passively watching the manipulators downtown diverting these funds to their own 

selfish ends.”97   

 The Panthers represented a crisis governance for municipal and federal officials 

because they supported and demanded revolution both domestically and abroad and 

rejected the logic of inclusion central to American liberalism.  According to the historians 

Joshua Bloom and Waldo Martin, this revolutionary spirit—deeply influenced by the 

revolutionary writings of Mao Zedong, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, and Frantz Fanon—

posed such a threat to political officials because the BPP “rejected the legitimacy of the 

U.S. government” and its “colonial” governance of urban blacks.98  Its active opposition 

to the war on Vietnam and its statements of solidarity with colonized peoples throughout 

the world further called into the question America’s claims of democratic 

exceptionality.99  It further imagined a form of community with oppressed peoples 

throughout the world that could not be contained by the state-sanctioned community 

inclusion.  The War on Poverty relied on the essential assumption that the American state 

was the sole guarantor of rights, justice, and equality, but the Panthers rejected the 

premise outright.  In a 1968 rally at Michigan State University, Cleaver proclaimed hope 

that “the Democrats and Republicans will never hold another convention in this 

country…We’re never going to allow another pig to take national office in this country.”  
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Cleaver’s words gave voice to a vision of community and justice independent of the U.S. 

government and its limited promises of inclusion.  

 As the American Studies scholar Nikhil Singh argues, through its various 

rejections of state authority, the Panthers posed an urgent threat precisely because they 

“abused the state’s own reality principle”—its own legitimacy over violence and 

governance.100  In the Spring of 1968, the BPP and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee drafted a plebiscite to go before the United Nations that would grant Black 

communities (“colonial subjects”) control over the affairs of their neighborhoods (“black 

colonies”).101  From the perspective of the state, its ability to make claims to legitimacy 

was at stake.  The Panther’s explicit anti-militarism, expressed through the city’s poverty 

office, became a rallying cry of the Students for a Democratic Society and set off anti-

draft rallies and public burnings of draft cards across the nation.102  At a “Free Huey” 

rally in Oakland on February 17th, 1968 attended by over 5,000 people, the Panthers and 

the newly formed Peace and Freedom Party (PFP), a mostly White liberal organization, 

forged an official alliance.103  The alliance had two critical ramifications.  First, it 

signaled the party’s commitment to a politics that connected domestic racism with 

American imperialism abroad.  Second, it caused a real panic among political officials.  

The image of armed militant Black men charging into government buildings and facing 
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off with the police was one thing; political officials and media could juxtapose the 

“radicalism” of the party against the more “productive” integrationist activities of the 

mainstream civil rights movement to demonize Panther activities.  But young White 

activists, influenced by and in solidarity with the BPP, standing up against authority 

represented crisis that added more urgency to the need to contain the radical alternatives 

put forth by the Panthers and others.   

Genuine grassroots community control and authority—while ostensibly the 

logical outcome of the politics of inclusion and empowerment—represented a repudiation 

of the regulatory impulses of the era’s liberal logic.  Beginning in 1968, the Panthers 

organized a host of community service programs that required neither War on Poverty 

funds nor recognition from the state.  The party’s free breakfast program, which started in 

1968, and its 1974 free ambulance program provided the types of municipal services at 

the center of War on Poverty governance.104  The People’s Free Medical Research Health 

Institute and the Sickle Cell Anemia Research Foundation began in 1969 and 1970 

provided a genuine community-controlled alternative to the public health campaigns of 

the Model Cities Program.105   

 According to the sociologist Alondra Nelson, the importance of the party’s health 

programs went beyond the practicalities of providing needed medical services to 

underserved residents.  Rather, these programs exposed the state’s lack of willingness and 
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capacity to recognize the entangled relationship between poverty, health, and racial 

inequality.106  In addition to providing needed medical services for neighborhood 

residents, the free medical clinics were part of the party’s broader discursive project.  The 

clinics blurred the lines between professional knowledge and local expertise; volunteers 

trained residents in basic medical care but also honored and learned from the experiences 

of individual residents.107  Through the conscious decision to explode the distinction 

between professional and local expertise, the medical clinics leveled a critique of 

bureaucratic and professional authority that was at the center of War on Poverty 

knowledge formation.  The centers themselves also offered alternative spaces for 

community and political formation that were outside the purview of the War on Poverty 

state.  These spaces provided interpersonal support as well as advice on a host of non-

medical concerns including housing and legal aid.  The Party also hosted collective 

readings of works by Mao, Fanon, and other revolutionary thinkers in the clinic, and in 

doing so created space for the formation and articulation of alternative, oppositional 

politics.108    

  Beyond the fears over armed revolution, the Panthers’ myriad programs that 

proposed a genuine community-controlled alternative to War on Poverty projects was at 

the heart of the crisis of governance.   On the surface it might have seemed as though 

these programs—fulfilling the imperatives of the liberal state—lacked revolutionary 

credentials, but Seale responded:  “Some people are going to call these programs 
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reformist but we’re revolutionaries and what they call a reformist program is one thing 

when capitalists put it up and it’s another thing when the revolutionary camp puts it 

up.”109  Indeed, beyond exposing the inability or unwillingness of the state to provide 

essential services, the community programs also offered a socialist alternative to 

capitalism.  An October 1969 article in The Black Panther explained:  “In capitalist 

America any program that is absolutely free is considered bad business” but the Panthers 

offered “socialist program[s] designed to serve the people,” not just the “chosen few.”110  

Newton further explained of the services:  “In themselves they do not change social 

conditions, but they are life saving vehicles until conditions change.”111  In short, the 

community service programs were, according to party member Carol Rucker, “another 

tactic for revolution” coupled with armed-self defense.112 

 But perhaps what posed the greatest threat to War on Poverty governance was 

Panthers’ successful efforts to build solidarity and alliance with the older, more 

conservative segments of the West Oakland Black community.113  In cities across the 

country, Model Cities administrators and city officials held fast to the notion that even if 

they were only partially successful in redirecting and absorbing the energies of younger, 

radical residents, they could count on older, established leaders for direction and 

legitimacy.  Immediately following the opening of the party headquarters at 5624 Grove 
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Street in North Oakland Bobby Seale and Huey Newton demonstrated the party’s loyalty 

and commitment to the community by establishing an advisory board made up almost 

entirely by employees and volunteers from the federally funded North Oakland 

Neighborhood Anti-Poverty Center.114  The party benefited greatly from the expertise of 

these allies and their experience working with and providing services for residents in 

need.  It also developed productive working relationships with the neighborhood’s most 

influential clergy members.  The first iteration of the party’s free-breakfast program was 

held at Saint Augustine’s Episcopal Church in West Oakland at the invitation of the 

church’s rector, Father Earl A. Neil.115  Neil, in particular was exactly the kind of 

community leader municipal officials hoped to work with in War on Poverty programs.  

He was a veteran of urban ministry and a respected civil rights activist who previously 

worked with Dr. King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  He was a recognized 

and respected figure in the community and was experience in institutional leadership.  

But by creating bonds of alliance with the community’s anti-poverty establishment and 

clergy, the Panthers won the support of the members of the community Model Cities 

officials believed it could most count on.   

Even the image of armed Panthers was connected to this broader struggle for 

community control.  According to the legal scholar Bridgette Baldwin, Huey Newton’s 

often used adage “in order to get rid of the gun, it is necessary to take up the gun” was 

really at its core about community control.  Because Black Oakland residents were so 
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often victimized by local institutions—the police department in particular—armed 

insurgency was in the service of creating a “community structure” where “the people” 

could control the institutions that affected their daily lives.116  Further, the programs the 

Panthers offered did not come with the disciplinary and regulatory impulses of the liberal 

state.  As the historian Robyn Ceanne Spencer writes, the breakfast program, Liberation 

Schools, and others did not come with a “lesson in self-reliance but instead a trenchant 

critique of the government’s unwillingness to provide for its poorest” urban 

neighborhoods and their residents.117  These community service programs not only 

exposed the limits of the War on Poverty but provided community-controlled alternatives 

to the ability of capitalism to deliver services to its citizens most in need.118 

Challenging the War on Poverty State from Within:  The Fight for 
Community Control 

 
 In addition to the Black Panthers, a cadre of anti-poverty activists in the city 

challenged the constrained participation offered by the Model Cities program by creating 

the first autonomous, community-run program in the country. The Oakland Economic 

Development Council (OEDC), the city’s War on Poverty body initially deployed the 

language of community action and citizen participation to turn power and authority over 

relevant programs into the hands of the communities they were meant to serve.  As Self 

notes, the OEDC was quintessentially of its time:  its programmatic approach was 
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modeled after the Ford Foundation’s Grey Areas model run by bureaucrats and 

professionals.119  In period immediately after its founding in 1965, the OEDC was very 

much an ally of the municipal government with an administrative board made up of 

middle class Black leaders chosen by mayor John Houlihan.  However, Houlihan 

miscalculated the political loyalties of his OEDC appointees.  Donald McCullom and 

Clinton White of the city’s NAACP had begun to align themselves with the politics of 

Black Power by the time of their appointment.120   Another Houlihan appointee Lionel 

Wilson, in 1968 dismissed “conspiracy to commit murder” charges against Seale and his 

wife citing lack of sufficient evidence.121   This cadre of older, establishment Black 

leaders pushed the city’s poverty board to the left and eventually gained control of the 

program by winning a 51% membership stake for residents living in OEO target areas.122  

This was a groundbreaking moment since for the first time, a community had gained 

genuine control of an individual city’s War on Poverty program.  This orientational shift 

of the newly-formed and newly named Oakland Economic Development Council, Inc. 

(OEDCI) from middle-class professionals to proponents of Black Power and community 

control revealed the limits of citizen participation in the era.  While the governmental 
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logic of the War on Poverty celebrated the political inclusion of urban Blacks, when 

community power threatened municipal authority, it was met with swift resistance.  This 

story has been told eloquently in other places, but I use this brief discussion of the 

OEDCI to illuminate the ways in which the War on Poverty’s urban programs sought to 

enlist the participation of Black communities, and oppositional political formations in 

particular.123  When opposition could not be fully absorbed and appropriated into 

municipal governance, city and state leaders used all their powers to marginalize and 

eradicate threats to mainstream political authority.  Even an organization like the OEDCI, 

led by Black professionals, faced pushback from City Hall.  With its explicitly 

revolutionary and oppositional rhetoric and action, it makes sense that the city would 

view the Black Panther Party as a threat to its authority.  But the level to which citizen 

participation was constantly mediated and constrained was made even clearer by the 

roadblocks the OEDCI faced from City Hall and the State legislature.  The OEDCI then 

was one of a range of possibilities for citizen participation, and its numerous defeats 

revealed just how precarious the state’s promise of inclusion was.   

The establishment of citizen participation in the War on Poverty in Oakland was 

shrouded in controversy between advocates of community control and city officials 

concerned with maintaining municipal authority over the program from the outset.  At 

stake was not just basic disagreements over bureaucratic appointments and authority.  

Rather, the founding of the OEDCI laid bare the contested visions of political 

participation that were so fundamental to the War on Poverty.  Because of the successes 
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of community organizations in delivering services to area communities throughout the 

early 1960s, the City Council willingly ceded control of the poverty program to the 

OEDC between 1965 and 1967.  In the preparations for the vote to give OEDC 

autonomy, the City Council and the U.S. Senate subcommittee on Employment, 

Manpower, and Poverty conceded that Oakland’s anti-poverty program was “probably the 

best in the West.”124  However, as would be made clear, the OEDC’s successes in 

enlisting the leadership and participation of the poor in anti-poverty programs pushed 

against the institutional limits of political power and authority.  In 1968 the city’s new 

mayor John Reading, who fundamentally opposed the 51% controlling stake of the 

community, moved to reclaim mayoral authority over the city’s poverty program. 

Following the City Council’s vote in early 1968, controversy quickly emerged.  

Throughout the year, Mayor Reading complained that the OEDCI was overstepping the 

limits on citizen participation established by the War on Poverty.  In February, the OEDCI 

voted to take the city’s Head Start Program away from the public schools and run in it 

through the agency.  On the heals of the contentious debate about Head Start program, in 

May the City Council voted to allow the OEDCI to be the city’s official Community 

Action Agency, effectively transferring control of the poverty program away from the 

mayor’s office.125   In response to what he believed to be a usurpation of his political 

power, Mayor Reading sent a letter to Vice President Spiro Agnew in which he charged 

that the OEDCI was “dominated by a clique of power-oriented, anti-White and anti-City 

Hall militants.”126  He further requested that so-called “militants” be barred from 
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leadership positions in poverty programs and be replaced by “reasonable and 

responsible” racialized minority leaders who should be encouraged to participate.127 

 The contests over control of the city’s poverty program continued throughout 

1969.  When in October 1969 Governor Reagan vetoed a $235,000 federal grant to the 

OEDCI, his executive secretary Edwin Meese charged that too many people were using 

federal funds to establish “a kind of shadow government designed to thwart the efforts of 

public officials and OEO groups in the Oakland area in meeting legitimate community 

needs.”128  While a part of the state and federal inquiry regarded charges of infighting 

between OEDCI president Lionel Wilson and executive director Percy Moore, it was also 

clear that Moore’s calls for Black community political power were running counter to the 

federal imperatives of a citizen participation that was based on cooperation rather than 

confrontation.  According to Moore, the primary cause of Black poverty in West Oakland 

was that too many jobs in the city—over half in 1966—were held by people who lived 

outside the city.  To remedy this imbalance, Moore proposed the founding of “central 

labor committees,” local hiring centers that would have “first call” on all state and federal 

job openings.129  In spite of the era’s rhetorical celebration of community participation 

and inclusion, the federal government still controlled the purse strings of poverty 

program funding and thus were the final arbiters of what constituted acceptable political 

action.   
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 Following the tumult of 1969 and the charges against Moore for using the poverty 

program to politicize the city’s urban poor, the federal government made funding for the 

1970 fiscal year contingent on a set of guidelines that weakened the possibilities for 

political change.  Most importantly, in order to receive the $4 million allocation for the 

fiscal year, poverty workers were barred from picketing or “conducting other 

confrontations” under the banner of the OEDCI.130  Making funding contingent on 

avoiding “confrontational” politics revealed the scope of citizen participation.  According 

to War on Poverty rationalities, participatory citizenship had to be inherently apolitical.  

This view obviously elided the just how political the governmental imperative to contain 

racialized anger was.  But it also imagined a form of pacified urban citizenship that 

shunned oppositional alternatives.  In effect when West Oakland’s Black Power advocates 

and their allies demanded the power to control the programs and institutions that directly 

affected their lives, their actions were denounced as overly “political” and “radical.”  At 

the same time, mayors throughout the nation were little at risk of being denied federal 

anti-poverty funding if they appointed political allies to powerful positions in their cities’ 

programs.   

 The federal OEO was not the only governing body that used its control over 

funding allocations as a strategy to manage conflict, as individual states themselves had 

much of the same authority.  In June 1970, Governor Reagan again vetoed a federal grant 
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to the Oakland poverty program, this time for $1.9.131  However, a little over a week later 

in early July, Reagan withdrew his veto, citing as one reason, assurances that OEDCI 

would comply with federal grant conditions.  The most important condition was the 

appointment of a state “watchdog” tasked with monitoring the operations of the OEDCI 

and the broader Oakland poverty program.132  This monitoring capability was of 

particular importance, according to Meese, to make sure that the OEDCI or its staff did 

not “engage in prohibited political activity.”133  The criteria used to determine what 

constituted “political activity” was often minor to the point of being laughable.  In 

August, 1970 a California state official charged the OEDCI with violating the terms of its 

compromise because it displayed a poster in its office supporting Ron Dellums, who in 

the 1960s was an outspoken proponent of Black nationalism, campaign for Congress.134  

According to the state and its definitions of acceptable participatory citizenship, illegal or 

transgressive political actions were not just those of outright defiance and revolution, but 

even simple partisan opinions regarding mainstream electoral politics.   

 But the OEDCI under the direction of Percy Moore did not shy away from the so-

called “political.”  Rather, Moore used the promise of participation and the inclusion as a 
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discursive space for the formation of new forms of urban citizenship.  In response a 

controversy regarding the publication and dispersal of some 3,000 copies of an OEDCI 

brochure that described the organization’s views on urban poverty and the government’s 

response, Moore asked, “So what if it’s anti-establishment?  We’re talking about poverty 

aren’t we?  We’re talking about reality!”135  He continued, “Poverty isn’t just because 

some is poor.  Poverty is because a lot of decisions are made by higher-ups that keep 

people in poverty.”136  And lest there be any confusion about who were the poor’s 

enemies, he charged that these programmatic “guidelines” did nothing more than “enrich 

the current ruling class and/or to protect their economic and political power base.”137 

 Yet another battle over another Reagan veto revealed the tensions between the 

inclusionary rhetoric of War on Poverty officials and community demands for power.  

Reagan threatened a $1.6 million federal grant, which jeopardized an additional $3.54 

million from the Department of Labor that was contingent on the receipt of other OEO 

funds.  Billy Wilson, the OEDCI’s council secretary bemoaned the stalemate caused by 

bureaucratic oversight and the constant infighting within the organization.  This time, 

even Moore was not immune from attack.  Wilson charged that in his efforts to secure 

power of the council Moore had lost touch with the community in which he was charged 
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to represent.  Citing Moore’s decision to move out of the West Oakland area and into a 

more affluent neighborhood said, “When you talk about helping people, you don’t make 

$20,000 and live on the hill and look down on people who live in the flatlands and can’t 

pay their rent.”  Ad hominem attacks aside, Wilson cautioned that the OEDCI was 

quickly becoming another hand in the bureaucratic state apparatus, and that the “Black 

Panther Party as an organization has done more for the community than this whole 

poverty program.”  In particular, the BPP free breakfast program and its news services 

were more important in the daily lives of West Oakland residents.138  To signal their 

commitment to providing an alternative to the War on Poverty state, in 1970, the party 

established their new headquarters much closer to the Model Neighborhood target area.  

 

Image 3.3:  Black Panther Party Headquarters, Oakland, 1967 and 1970.  The marker to 
the north is the original party headquarters.  The marker just outside the western 
boundary is the site of a new headquarters established in 1970. 
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 In the end, the model of community-control in Oakland’s poverty war proved too 

unwieldy for federal and local officials.  In May 1971 the city officially took over the 

poverty program after nearly three years of community control.139  Looking beyond 

accusations of maladministration and violation of OEO guidelines, it is important to 

consider exactly why the OEDCI posed such a crisis of governance.  The OEDCI 

represented one vision of community-controlled citizen participation.  It sought to work 

within established political channels to fight poverty in the West Oakland area.  To Moore 

and his allies, this meant the OEDCI, not the federal OEO, governor’s office, or the 

mayor had the local knowledge and expertise necessary to effectively wage a war against 

poverty.  Beyond planning programs and dispersing funds, the OEDCI also sought to 

activate the political power of the community in electoral politics.  This last objective ran 

counter to the imperatives of War on Poverty governance.  Citizen participation was a 

central component of the War on Poverty, but from the perspective of government 

officials, it needed to stay within the bounds established by the state.  It was meant to 

create allies in city governance, not oppositional politics.   

Taking the Fight to Model Cities 

 In the planning and application stages of the Model Cities Program throughout 

1967, neighborhood activists Ralph Williams, Paul Cobb, and Elijah Turner formed an 

independent body called the West Oakland Planning Committee (WOPC) and demanded 

full veto power over all spending in the Model Neighborhood target area.140  In response 
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to the WOPC’s demands the City Manager Jerome Keithley granted the WOPC 

“predominant influence” within the program but made clear that final authority would 

reside with City Council.  Not only did Keithley oppose complete community control of 

the program, predictably so too did the Mayor, the city council, and the city’s economic 

elites.  The result of the conflict was a compromise through which an independent body 

called the Model Cities Policy Committee was formed, with the WOPC holding 51% of 

votes on the MCP.  In addition it gave some authority back to the city, giving Keithley the 

authority to appoint a program director from a list provided by a six-person council, three 

of which were submitted by the WOPC.141  In recognizing the linkages between Black 

Power and emergent discourses of community control and autonomy that ran against War 

on Poverty liberalism, the Model Cities Program became a central terrain of struggle.   

 Even before the April 1967 planning application deadline, Oakland municipal 

leaders were at work trying to solve the problems facing the West Oakland neighborhood 

that would eventually be designated as the Model Neighborhood.  In February 1966 the 

city’s Redevelopment Agency contracted planning consultant Marshall Kaplan to analyze 

federal programs already underway in the city.  Kaplan found a lack of coordination 

between federally funded programs, and when the Model Cities Act was announced in the 

midst of his study, the city used Kaplan’s research as the basis for its proposal for 

participation in the program.142  Kaplan acknowledged the need for anti-poverty funds in 

the city, but his report did not reflect any input from the community.  In response, Lionel 

Wilson protested that the planning application lacked “any meaningful involvement of 
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the Negro and minority community” and that “there [was] no indication so far of an 

intent to involve the Anti-Poverty Council, nor the indigenous Negro and other minority 

population in the planning.”143  HUD’s response was emblematic of the disparity between 

communities and the governmental logics of federal bureaucrats; is assured Wilson that 

although it was committed to community participation, planning need to be “carried out 

with as well as for the people living in the affected areas.”144  To target area residents, 

citizen participation meant at the very least a promise towards meaningful access to the 

planning and implementation of programs aimed at their communities, and perhaps even 

an opportunity to make claims to previously unavailable forms of political authority and 

leadership.   

 Model Neighborhood residents immediately seized on the paternalistic and 

managerial tenor of the Model Cities application.  The president of a West Oakland 

organization called Blacks United to Motivate Progress (BUMP) noted the 

neighborhood’s dissatisfaction with the perverted and inverted relationship between city 

planners and target area residents.  “As it is set up now the citizens are only in a position 

to advise the professionals, who are in charge, instead of the professionals being the ones 

that give advice and direction to the people of the area, who should really be the ones 

running the program,” he wrote.145  Another letter, this one sent directly to HUD 

Secretary Weaver complained that when two residents went to City Hall for a meeting 
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with the Model Cities Task Force, they found that the city “was again spending the day 

planning for us.”146 

 In a November 1967 meeting attended by residents of West Oakland, Moore 

announced his intention to secure a “citizen planning committee” that would have veto 

power over the city and would “insure that the traditional planning process is not 

duplicated.”147  He demanded that this committee should be made up of West Oakland 

residents and that they should be paid in kind because “that money should be used for the 

black people of West Oakland.”148  This November meeting—in which community 

members demanded autonomy over the program for the Black residents of the target 

area—was the birthplace of the West Oakland Planning Committee.  Following the 

meeting the Oakland Tribune ran a story entitled “Model City Control Battle,” quoting 

Moore:  “the new Model Cities program should be controlled by black people for the 

benefit of black people.”149  Moore was steadfast in his belief that the political 

organization of the poor was the central mandate of the city’s anti-poverty program, 

which was a clear repudiation of limited scope of community power envisioned by the 

Model Cities planners.    

The Model Cities Program was also a terrain on the battle over space.  Model 

Cities planners and city leaders drew the boundaries of the Model Neighborhood around 

North and West Oakland—the very same areas that were the epicenter of the Black 

                                                
146 Shirley F. Barshay, “One Meaning of ‘Citizen Participation’:  A Report on the First Year of Model 
Cities in Oakland, California,” prepared under a grant from the Office of Economic Opportunity, 1968, 19. 
147 Shirley F. Barshay, “One Meaning of ‘Citizen Participation’:  A Report on the First Year of Model 
Cities in Oakland, California,” prepared under a grant from the Office of Economic Opportunity, 1968, 30. 
148 Shirley F. Barshay, “One Meaning of ‘Citizen Participation’:  A Report on the First Year of Model 
Cities in Oakland, California,” prepared under a grant from the Office of Economic Opportunity, 1968, 31. 
149 Shirley F. Barshay, “One Meaning of ‘Citizen Participation’:  A Report on the First Year of Model 
Cities in Oakland, California,” prepared under a grant from the Office of Economic Opportunity, 1968, 32. 



 

 

228 

Panther Party.  This area, according to Newton housed the “street brothers” he and the 

party recruited.150  Indeed Seale had once worked at the West and North Oakland War on 

Poverty office, where he did much of the early organizing for the organization.  It was in 

his work running a youth work program that Seale recognized the limitations and 

regulatory impulses of the federal War on Poverty.151  Perhaps nowhere else in the 

country did the strategic impulses of liberal inclusion and its rejection meet so directly, 

both symbolically and literally.  Indeed, by 1968 the BPP actively and successfully 

organized and promoted direct “alternatives to state services.”152   

 The West Oakland neighborhood in 1967 was so symbolic of the clash between 

urban Black radicalism and the government’s efforts to contain it, as the BPP was 

founded at precisely the moment the federal government rolled out the Model Cities 

Program into individual cities.  The Model Neighborhood then, immediately took on two 

vividly contradictory meanings.  On the one hand, it symbolized the government’s 

urgency to mollify crisis through the cultivation of cooperative and productive 

citizenship.  But it was simultaneously a site of insurgent revolutionary power.   This 

posed a particularly urgent dilemma for federal and municipal officials promoting the 

language of citizen participation and community action in the War on Poverty.   
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 The WOPC and the city also came into conflict over the boundaries of the 

proposed Model Neighborhood.  In its original proposal, the city included both the 

downtown business district to the south of West Oakland and the Port of Oakland to the 

west.  The port was particularly important to the World War II African American migrants 

to the city.  Due to existing racist housing restrictions, Black residents found their 

housing options limited to the West Oakland neighborhood just adjacent to the port.153  

As was the case in industrialized urban zones throughout the nation, the Port of Oakland 

underwent a process of automation that further marginalized the already precarious 

position of African Americans in industrial employment.154  But in April 1968, having 

found out that inclusion of the downtown area would not increase federal allocations, the 

city decided to exclude the area, and in doing so, were not required to submit 

employment plans in the business district.155  A second issue, over the inclusion of the 

port in the Model Neighborhood also revealed the contested meanings of political 

participation and community inclusion.  Responding to community demands for the 

inclusion of the port, Mayor Reading countered that the since the WOPC would most 

likely veto all port activities that did they did not control, it was not in the best interests 

of the city to include it.  Ralph Williams countered:  “That’s a big lie.  We have been 

excluded out too long.  We want to be included in.”156  He continued that there was 

massive economic potential in the port for area residents who were fed up with the “rich 

                                                
153 Robert Oden, Power Shift:  A Sociological Study of the Political Incorporation of People of Color in 
Oakland California, 1966-1996, PhD Dissertation, University of California, Santa Cruz, 1999, 174. 
154 Robert Oden, Power Shift:  A Sociological Study of the Political Incorporation of People of Color in 
Oakland California, 1966-1996, PhD Dissertation, University of California, Santa Cruz, 1999, 175. 
155 Judith May, “Two Model Cities:  Political Development on the Local Level,” American Political 
Science Association, New York, September 2-6, 1969, 48. 
156 Judith May, “Two Model Cities:  Political Development on the Local Level,” American Political 
Science Association, New York, September 2-6, 1969, 49. 



 

 

230 

taking all this and hiring us to be the busboy or the chauffeur.”157   These demands posed 

a very real threat to the economic interests of the city’s business and political elite.  

Because a proposed downtown Civic Center renewal project and the port were included 

in the original Model Neighborhood area, community control the Model Cities Program 

would mean a very real shift not only in political authority but control over funds for 

critical economic projects.  In the end, in April 1968 the city and the Model Cities agency 

acceded to the city’s economic elite and submitted a revised application that removed 

both the downtown business district and the port from the Model Neighborhood area.158 

 In a paper prepared for the American Political Science Association meeting in 

September 1969, the political scientist Judith May characterized the conflict over the 

Model Cities Program as a clash between “sovereignty of the magistracy” and the 

“sovereignty of the people.”159  By demanding final authority for the operation of the 

Model Cities Program, West Oakland residents declared the illegitimacy of the city 

government and sought to establish institutions which better served their interests.  The 

concerns of West Oakland residents and inherent biases against meaningful participation 

were built into the narrative structure of the city’s planning application.  Citing an 

“imminent deadline” for submission, the City Manager Jerome Keithley drafted a 

proposal with a Task Force whose members he chose.  The submission outlined clearly 

how the city drew the boundaries of citizen participation.  One citizen participation 

guideline noted that residents would be allowed to “insert their views” as long as they 

                                                
157 Judith May, “Two Model Cities:  Political Development on the Local Level,” American Political 
Science Association, New York, September 2-6, 1969, 49. 
158 Edward Hayes, Power Structure and Urban Policy:  Who Rules Oakland? (New York:  McGraw-Hill 
Book Company, 1972), 124. 
159 Judith May, “Two Model Cities:  Political Development on the Local Level,” American Political 
Science Association, New York, September 2-6, 1969, 1. 
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were under the supervision of an “established organization” such as the Oakland 

Economic Development Council and were “assisted by professional advocates.”160  The 

reason for this was that the professionals—unlike community leaders and activists—

possessed the “necessary skill and political sensitivity” to work effectively with 

municipal officials.  In other words, from Keithley’s perspective, citizen participation 

meant mediated and supervised access to political participation.  This was the culture 

milieu upon which community leaders mounted their critiques and demands for 

community control.   

 By seeking to take control of the program, West Oakland residents not only 

articulated their own definition of citizen participation, but their actions also were in 

direct opposition to broader War on Poverty epistemology that constructed the racialized 

urban poor as atomized and lacking in community.  The WOPC, like the neighborhood 

itself, was diverse in its existing local affiliations, political ideologies, and relative class 

position.  In spite of these differences, the WOPC operated under the banner of what it 

called “functional unity.”161  This guiding ideology sought to find solidarity and alliance 

across difference in its conflicts with the city government.  Whereas Model Cities 

planning sought to foster consensus and cooperation, the WOPC challenged 

governmental constructions of “neighborhood” and “community” and build solidarity 

through—not in spite of—difference.   
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 Further, the WOPC’s demands for community control claimed Model Cities calls 

for “partnership” between city officials and local residents for their own ends.162  As 

instances throughout the nation in other cities made clear, federal and municipal officials 

understood partnership to mean the inclusion of urban communities into existing 

hierarchical political structures.  As such, they responded to notions of community 

control and autonomy as antagonistic to the functions of effective governance.  The 

competing visions put forth by the WOPC and the city of Oakland represented a clear 

articulation of the opposing purposes of the program coming from political authorities 

and target communities.  The WOPC’s demands reflected the fact that residents did not 

approach the program as a collaborative means to bring about “racial peace” and end 

racial tensions in cities; rather they sought to utilize the MCP to assume autonomy and 

sovereignty over their lives and neighborhoods.163 

 In the end, the city and residents compromised on an arrangement in which 

WOPC was one of five groups that made up the entirety of the Model Cities planning and 

administrative structure:  the Model Cities Planning Committees, made up of Model 

Neighborhood residents; the WOPC, coordinated citizen participation; the Model Cities 

Policy Committee; the City Manager; and the City Council.  The WOPC and the Model 

Cities Policy Committee represented the limited victories of proponents of community 

control.  The Policy Committee in particular guaranteed Model Neighborhood residents a 
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51% membership stake alongside various city and county agencies.164  Membership in 

the WOPC was open to any and all West Oakland neighborhood organizations, regardless 

of size and supposed legitimacy in the eyes of the city.  Each neighborhood organization 

was entitled to have two representatives sit on the WOPC board, and by 1970 it was 

made up of approximately 100 organizations.165  Finally, the WOPC was ultimately 

granted approval and veto power on all planning proposals.  This point represented not 

only a victory for residents and community in the operations of the program but a much 

broader discursive victory for the proponents of community control.   

 While it is tempting to credit the Oakland City Council for its progressive 

inclusion of the local grassroots, it is also important to consider the role the radical 

alternatives offered by the Black Panthers and other Black Power advocates played in 

compelling the city to make these concessions.  In Oakland, genuine community control 

of anti-poverty action outside the purview of the state was not a hypothetical 

possibility—it was already a functional reality for the West Oakland community.  In 

many ways, a Model Cities Program that offered an extremely circumscribed version of 

citizen participation was simply impossible due to the ways in which the activists offered 

real community-based alternatives to federal and city programs.   

 However, it would be a mistake to think that the veto authority given to the 

WOPC represented total victory for the forces of community control over municipal 

governance.  While the WOPC had veto power at the level of planning, no proposal or 

program could ultimately be implemented and receive funding without City Council 
                                                
164 Oakland Model Cities Mid-Term Planning Statement, 13 March 1970.  Published by the Department of 
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Housing and Urban Development, 7. 



 

 

234 

approval.  In this sense, both the WOPC and the City Council had legal veto power.166  

This meant that both the WOPC and the City Council—at different stages of planning 

and implementation—had the power to bring the Model Cities Program to a stalemate.167  

In May 1970, planners—noting the previous years’ controversies over community 

control—placed heavy emphasis on “developing an administrative capability” over 

enacting funded projects.  Noting the battles over community control of the program 

between the city and the WOPC, the West Oakland Model Neighborhood Association and 

the City Demonstration Agency moved to more clearly define the scope of citizen 

participation that was more in line with War on Poverty mandates.  In its redefinition, the 

city sought to redirect “confrontation” towards “negotiation” by making closer 

relationships with city agency heads a priority.168 

 This broader, universal approach fit neatly with the goals of the Model Cities 

Program.  In particular, it placed heavy emphasis on redirecting oppositional formations 

into “productive” economic activities; in this case to prepare residents for city jobs.  This 

shift was very much in tune with the broader shift in War on Poverty governance toward 

economic programs, which I explore in the final chapter.  This “new careers” approach, 

which focused on administrative capabilities and job transfer skills, hoped to produce the 

necessary know-how to move residents into positions with the city and other local 
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agencies.169  Of course, without practical and tangible applications and projects, the goals 

of the “new careers” approach were empty promises.  In its plan for the 1970 fiscal year, 

the city planned to allocate large sums of funding towards housing and physical 

improvement.  Not only would these projects serve the broader purposes of urban 

rehabilitation central to the Model Cities Program, but municipal officials hoped they 

would create a “positive psychological atmosphere” in which residents would be 

motivated to cooperate with the city in subsequent urban programs.170  Unfortunately, by 

the time federal funds were released for the new careers in November 1970, only 90 

positions were made available for the nearly 1,700 trainees due to a projected $400,000 

cut in funds for the program.171 

 The shift in 1970 to technical capabilities within the city’s administrative 

structures was a direct counter to the radical possibilities put forth by the Panthers and 

other advocates of community control.  Herein lied the strategic imperative of the Model 

Cities Program.  Among the proposals for the 1970 action year were hundreds of 

thousands of dollars of funding for projects with such names as the “Management Intern 

Project.”  This proposal, and its funding stream of $158,091 created a planning and 

administrative structure in which the WOPC would work hand in hand with the 

University of California School of Business, the Chamber of Commerce, and the 

Downtown Merchant’s Association.  Its stated goal was to provide for Model 

Neighborhood residents to receive “specialized training leading to the development of 
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business and administrative capabilities.”172  In addition the Chamber of Commerce and 

the Merchant’s Association were tasked to team up with neighborhood groups to create a 

Community Development Corporation in West Oakland to support new and existing 

business in the area by providing financial and technical aid.173   

 This governmental rationality also informed proposed educational initiatives.  The 

“Parent Involvement” project, which included workshops, conferences, and 

parent/administrator/teacher meetings sought to “increase parent involvement markedly” 

in the education of Model Neighborhood children.174   The underlying assumption of the 

Parent Involvement project was that either parents were not currently concerned and 

invested in the education of their children or that the existing community-led programs 

ran counter to the goals of the city.  Indeed, the city argued that one of the central 

problems being solved by the program was to counteract the “lack of working knowledge 

of the concepts and goals behind the educational system” within the West Oakland Model 

Neighborhood.  In solving this supposedly intractable problem, the program would 

finally “establish some form of community involvement at the classroom level.”175  But 

as I discussed above the Black Panther Party provided childhood education and child care 

that represented a repudiation of the existing educational infrastructures.  The Parent 

Involvement project then, served to parallel goals:  to marginalize the Panthers and to 
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redirect children and their parents away from BPP schools and into the educational 

mainstream.   

 The Oakland Model Cities Program also attempted to counter Panther social 

programs through the creation of a Community Service Center.  The Center, and its 

$1,262,000 budget, offered many of the same services already being provided in BPP 

service centers, including education and advising on legal matters and the rights of Model 

Neighborhood residents.  Most critically however, municipal officials hoped the Center 

would become the epicenter of community in the Model Neighborhood.  They envisioned 

the creation of a space for community services that would nullify the utility of the 

Panthers’ headquarters.  In addition to legal assistance, the proposed center was to 

function as a manpower training and job referral center; a public health center that 

provided immunizations, pre-natal care, and mental health services; and a center for 

welfare rights and information.176  As a whole the center’s express purpose was to 

aggregate many of the services the BPP currently provided through its various programs 

into a central space; and most importantly, one that was under the purview of the city.   

 Not surprisingly, the language used by Model Cities planners and city officials in 

crafting the proposal for the Community Service Center framed the current environment 

for the delivery of services in a way that marginalized or outright ignored the already 

existing community-based infrastructures.  Noting that when the center became 

operational in September 1970 it would offer services which were either “inadequate or 

non-existing,” the city crafted a narrative in which the community was incapable of 
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delivering services to its residents, unless it was under the auspices of municipal 

governance.177   To further redirect residents away from the BPP, the city promised hire 

Model Neighborhood resident for the construction of the center itself and the 

maintenance of the building.178  Beyond the Community Service Center, another 1970 

Oakland Model Cities project also reflected the municipal strategy of siphoning existing 

grassroots energies into the sphere of municipal governance.  The Health and Nutrition 

program offered similar services as the Panthers’ Free Breakfast and Lunch programs, 

only this time under the auspices of the city.179  Lest there be any question of the 

investment the city was making in reframing the relationship between Model 

Neighborhood residents and the city government, it enlisted the coordination of various 

agencies in supporting the Center, including the Oakland Police Department, the City of 

Oakland Planning Department, the City of Oakland Public Works Department, and the 

Alameda County Public Defender’s Office, among many others.180   

 On the one hand it is easy to view the actions of the WOPC as an effort to 

wrangle full political authority over the Model Cities Program from the city government 

so as to be able to corral all federal funds directly to the community; in effect, to use 

government funds to operate independent of it.  Conversely, we might read this as a 

coordinated demand emanating from the West Oakland community that the traditional 
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operations of city government—in which City Hall could operate with very little 

censor—were no longer acceptable.  Instead, through the WOPC West Oakland residents 

appropriated the War on Poverty rhetoric of maximum feasible participation to demand a 

more responsive government. Even if the city balked at granting total autonomy to West 

Oakland residents in the implementation of Model Cities, the extant impulses for 

community control and authority impacted the program throughout its lifetime.  For 

example, in 1972—the same year Bobby Seale ran for mayor—ten BPP members ran in 

the elections for the West Oakland Model Cities board, and won six of the eighteen 

contested seats.181   

 

Image 3.4:  Black Panther Candidates for the WOPC.182 
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… 

 As the cases of New York and Oakland demonstrate, the Model Cities Program’s 

interventions into urban life did not follow a uniform policy.  In many ways that was the 

point; the program was meant to be flexible enough so as to tackle the problems specific 

to individual communities and neighborhoods.  These cities also represented the ways in 

which the already existing energies and imaginations of the grassroots took root in the 

cities’ programs.  On the one hand, the Model Cities Program gave voice to the 

neighborhood residents by providing funding and enacting programs that communities 

demanded.  Yet this was not a simple linear narrative of increased municipal 

responsiveness.  Instead, close attention to the strategies of War on Poverty rationalities, 

reveals how city officials delineated boundaries of who and what kinds of programs and 

proposals were acceptable for participation in municipal politics.  In determining just 

how far the limits of citizen participation could go—as was the case in Oakland—the city 

sought to absorb as much of the energies of the West Oakland grassroots as it could, so 

long as officials deemed them cooperative rather than oppositional.  Further, by 

proposing community centers, school lunch programs, and legal services, the city 

attempted to negate the influence of the Black Panther Party by incorporating many of 

their programs into the operations of the state.  In New York, officials did much of the 

same.  The Self-Help Festival and “riot prevention” programs enlisted the participation of 

community members to produce self-sufficient, productive citizens more focused on 

government urban rehabilitation programs than the “dangerous” and “radical” impulses 

of riot.   
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 But these governmental efforts were never totalizing.  Already existing civil rights 

and community organizations were already in the process of imagining alternatives to the 

state as the primary guarantor of rights and services.  They resisted the state’s efforts of 

appropriation and demanded that the programs work for them as they proposed.  When 

we ask about the ultimate successes or failures of the Model Cities Program, we need to 

be explicit about who it was successful for and in what ways.  In both cities poverty was 

not completely eradicated; that much is clear.  In addition, Model Cities did not create 

unity and cooperation between city hall and the urban poor.  In this way, the strategies of 

incorporation were something of a failure.  Yet, if we focus on some of the specific 

programs and the debates animating them, the state successfully drew a discursive line 

between its prescribe notions of acceptable and inimical performances of political 

citizenship.  The cities were successful in appropriating some of the radical energies of 

the era.  But the remnants of oppositionality could not be fully eradicated.   

In the next chapter, I draw attention to a city that in many ways represented the inverse to 

New York and Oakland.  In Seattle, city officials drew from a self-narrative of racial 

harmony and contrasted themselves explicitly from cities like New York and Oakland.  In 

their proposals for entrance into the Model Cities Program, Seattle leaders argued the city 

needed the program to prevent the kinds of crises described in this chapter.  Taken 

together, this chapter and the next reveal that strategies of liberal governance could be 

molded to fit different contexts and scales crisis.
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Chapter 4: 
“We need altered lives as well as altered ways of life”:  Preventing Crisis in 

Seattle’s Model Neighborhood 
 

In the early morning hours of June 20th, 1965 Robert Reese, a Black resident of 

Seattle’s Central District died of gunshot wounds following an altercation with two White 

off-duty police officers.  The fight allegedly began when the officers, Frank Junell and 

Harold Larsen entered a Chinese restaurant after a night of drinking with their wives.  

According to the testimony of two Black women who were at the restaurant at the time of 

the incident and three Black men called to the scene when trouble broke out, a fight 

between the police officers and Black diners started when Junell said loud enough for the 

Black patrons to hear, “I can’t eat comfortably around a bunch of niggers.”  When one 

woman asked Junell to be quiet, he responded, “Just show me a nigger—any nigger in 

here—and I’ll kill him, I’ve got a gun.”1  At that point the women in the restaurant left 

and called Reese and some other associates to come to the restaurant believing they were 

in danger.  At an inquest following Reese’s death, the officers denied using racial epithets 

and further tried to assure the jury that, “This is one thing that has been drilled into every 

man in the department.  We are forbidden to either speak or act in any matter fostering 

racial prejudice.  We are proud that we regard everyone alike, no matter what the color, 

race, or creed.”2 In spite of eyewitness accounts, the inquest deemed Reese’s death an

                                                
1 Jennifer Taylor, “The 1965 Freedom Patrols and the Origins of Seattle’s Police Accountability 
Movement,” Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/freedom_patrols.htm 
2 Jennifer Taylor, “The 1965 Freedom Patrols and the Origins of Seattle’s Police Accountability 
Movement,” Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/freedom_patrols.htm 
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 excusable homicide, stating that Officer Lawson’s actions were accidental.  At the same 

time, the four Black men involved were found guilty of third degree assault and 

sentenced to 90 days in prison.  The city’s Mayor, J.D. Braman, while claiming to be 

sensitive to accusations of police misconduct and cases of racism refused to go one step 

further and stand with the city’s Black community who saw the incident as just another 

example of systemic racism in the city.   

 In response to the tepid response by municipal officials and the courts, Seattle’s 

chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), voiced its outrage.  They believed 

the city was “extremely shortsighted” and warned that perhaps “Seattle would rather wait 

until it has the insuperable problems of Philadelphia, Chicago, and New York before it 

begins to think about preventative measures.”1  In addition, the city’s African American 

community instituted “Freedom Patrols” to monitor police action in the Central District.  

In July of that year, CORE’s director Walter Hundley, along with Rev. John Adams and 

Rev. Samuel McKinney announced that 200 residents had volunteered and would begin 

immediately.  Until police conduct improved or the city authorities addressed systemic 

misconduct, two or three community members would follow police officers on their 

beat.2  The “Freedom Patrols,” which continued until October, were representative with 

growing dissatisfaction and refusal to accept the status quo from they city’s Black 

community.   

                                                
1 Jennifer Taylor, “The 1965 Freedom Patrols and the Origins of Seattle’s Police Accountability 
Movement,” Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
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Movement,” Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
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 A little over a year later, the Seattle Times released a report outlining the potential 

for racial violence in Seattle in the aftermath of urban rebellions throughout the nation.  

In it, Edwin Pratt, Executive Director of the Seattle Urban League (SUL) noted that, 

“Seattle, like San Francisco, has been given a reputation of a cosmopolitan, color-blind 

racially progressive city.”  He further proposed that “we have developed the art of 

‘accenting the positive’ to the exclusion of remedying the negative.”3   In other words, 

while acknowledging that the city was not a utopia of social justice and equality, Pratt 

nevertheless remained convinced that Seattle was exceptional in its lack of racial crisis as 

compared to urban centers throughout the nation.   

 Finally, on September 7th, 1968 the Seattle Times ran a story regarding a 

demonstration following a fight between a “white boy and a younger Negro youth” at 

Rainier Beach High School in Seattle’s Central District.  The article described “two 

youths identified as Black Panthers” who had allegedly “commandeered” a city-owned 

car to join the demonstration.  Particularly galling to the Times reporter was the fact that 

the men were Model Cities workers and had inappropriately intervened into the “school’s 

business.”  After reading the article, an outraged Mrs. William Fortune wrote a letter to 

Washington State Senator Warren Magnusun asking “has not this man nothing else to do 

to earn pay check (sic) but to ride around in a city-owned car to take part in 

demonstration?”4   

                                                
3 Lane Smith, “Potential Here, Say Rights Leaders:  Seattle Not Immune From Race Disturbances,” Seattle 
Times, 12 October 1966, Folder 31, Box 13.  Seattle Urban League Records, University of Washington 
Special Collections. 
4 Letter to Warren Magnusun from Mrs. William Fortune, 8 September 1968, Box 156, Folder 18.  Warren 
G. Magnusun Papers, University of Washington Special Collections. 
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 The controversies described above implicated public tensions regarding the 

actions of community activists that were gaining momentum in the 1960s.  As both the 

Times article and Fortune’s admonitions to Senator Magnusun made clear, many 

Seattleites saw a clear distinction between “appropriate” performances of political 

participation through government-sanctioned programs and the threat that the social 

revolutions overtaking other cities across the nation was coming to Seattle.  The incident 

at Rainier Beach High School in particular was cause for concern, as the very act of 

Model Cities property being used for perceived radical expressions of self-defense and 

community power ran counter to the belief that the Model Cities Program would ease, 

rather than inflame racial tensions.   

 The Reese and Rainier Beach incidents as well as Pratt’s comments pointed to the 

contradictions of Seattle during the War on Poverty.  On the one hand, in spite of the 

confidence municipal officials and city leaders expressed that race relations in Seattle 

were relatively amicable, tension and anger existed between White officials and the city’s 

racialized minority communities.  On the other, the officers’ exhortations that the police 

force was proud of its colorblind orientation and CORE’s comparison of Seattle to other 

urban centers suggests that this belief was held by both the city’s political establishment 

and the leadership of the civil rights establishment.  This chapter takes up the narrative of 

racial harmony, as a starting point and inquires into the ways that city officials leveraged 

War on Poverty funds not to manage crisis, but with the hope of enlisting community to 

prevent it.  Obviously, this narrative occluded a whole host of institutional and individual 

acts of racism and inequality, but the purpose of this chapter is not to reveal each instance 

to disprove the city’s image of itself.  Rather, it is to inquire into the ways that municipal 
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officials deployed the language of citizen participation as a strategy of governance in 

ways that diverged from cities that believed themselves to be in crisis like Oakland, New 

York, and other cities across the nation.   

 I use the Seattle Model Cities Program (SMCP), and its application of citizen 

participation in urban rehabilitation to explore how the city’s narrative of relative 

harmony and calls for a preventative project allowed municipal officials to make claims 

to the exceptionality of the city, while also creating space—however constrained—for 

oppositional political formations from the city’s Model Neighborhood residents who 

rejected the city’s celebratory narrative.5  The knowledge base around which city planners 

crafted Seattle’s Model Cities application and its implementation of the program was 

representative of the liberal governmentality at the center of War on Poverty rationality.  

But in the case of Seattle, this process was explicitly preventative; municipal officials 

distinguished the city from urban centers and argued that citizen participation programs 

could preempt growing anger emanating from the city’s racialized minority communities 

before conditions devolved into outright violence and revolution.  In many ways, the 

city’s engagement with Model Cities was an expression of biopolitical governmentality.  

According to Foucault, biopolitical regimes seek to establish equilibrium and order to 

compensate for randomness and variations, which pose a threat to the overall health and 

productivity of target populations.6  Through programs like job training, education, and 

                                                
5 Michel Foucault refers to the processes through which spontaneous or unstable phenomena become coded 
as “truth” as “veridiction.”  In the case of the Seattle MCP, city officials’ narrative of racial harmony 
became the “truth” or knowledge base upon which the preventative project of citizen participation could be 
waged.  See Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics:  Lectures at the College de France, 1978-1979 
(New York:  Palgrave, 2008), 36. 
6 For further discussion on biopolitics, see Michel Foucault, “Society Must be Defended,” Lectures at the 
College de France, 1975-1976 (New York:  Picador, 1997); The History of Sexuality:  Volume 1:  An 
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cultural uplift aimed at the activation of citizenship and political participation, the 

biopolitical exercise of power under the Model Cities Program targeted the so-called 

deficiencies of its Model Neighborhood residents.  By providing opportunities for 

meaningful and productive citizenship, city officials hoped to redirect residents away 

from increasingly vocal oppositional community formations and towards a cooperative 

relationship with city institutions.   

 Further, the governmental rationalities of the Seattle Model Cities Program 

necessarily drew from the city’s self-narrative of racial liberalism, and espoused the 

belief that the problems of racial inequality and subjugation were not systemic and could 

be solved through the palliative effects of citizen participation and the rationalities of 

political inclusion.7  Racial liberalism, an ideology that was ascendant in the post-World 

War II era, held that racism and racial subjugation were problems of individual 

prejudices—and not deeply embedded structures—and were contradictory to the 

fundamental tenets of equality, justice, and fairness that were at the heart of the myth of 

American exceptionalism.  It found clear expression in the founding of “civic unity 

organizations”—multiracial civic bodies organized by city mayors—that put these ideas 

into practice.  But racial liberalism has also become an important analytical category for 

scholars who ask what a discursive regime of fairness and equality reveals as well as 

obscures.  Their insights have also shed light on how political authorities have used its 
                                                                                                                                            
Introduction (New York:  Vintage Books, 1978); and The Birth of Biopolitics:  Lectures at the College de 
France, 1978-1979 (New York:  Palgrave, 2008).  See also, Mitchell Dean, Governmentality:  Power and 
Rule in Modern Society (London:  Sage Publications, 1999).  Dean defines modern governmentalty as the 
broad and varied array of rationalties that seek to foster the health, prosperity and welfare of populations. 
7 See Daniel Martinez HoSang, Racial Propositions:  Ballot Initiatives in the Making of Postwar California 
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010), 13-14; Mark Brilliant, The Color of America Has 
Changed:  How Racial Diversity Shaped Civil Rights Reform in California, 1941-1978 (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2010); Peggy Pasco, What Comes Naturally:  Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race 
in America (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2009), 313. 
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ideals to establish the boundaries of citizenship between the normative ideal and “radical” 

and oppositional political formations.  The ethnic studies scholar Daniel HoSang argues 

that racial liberalism as a guiding set of ideals that establishes the discursive terrain upon 

which citizens can make claims to the state for racial justice and equality.8  Seattle 

officials used the language of racial liberalism in order to win federal poverty funds and 

to marginalize city residents who demanded genuine community power and leveled 

structural critiques against the city and the War on Poverty.   

 Finally, I argue that the city’s narrativization of harmony elided as much as it 

hoped to explain.  Seattle, when viewed through the War on Poverty racial discourse that 

primarily seized on the problems of Black urban life, appeared exceptional.  But in 

operating within the bounds of accepted discourse, Seattle’s other non-White 

communities, who were always present—became increasingly erased from purview of 

War on Poverty and Model Cities planning.  While the Model Cities Program sought to 

create and make legible neighborhood and community formations, the city’s Asian 

American leadership and residents found other avenues for recognition and authority.  

The ethnic studies scholar Clement Lai argues that West Coast cities problematized the 

Black/White racial binary, and that through shared histories of segregation, racist 

violence, and employment discrimination—albeit to different degrees—Black and Asian 

communities were both “negatively positioned within a racially stratified society where 

whites ascribed the meaning of race.”9  In the final section of this chapter, I gesture to the 

ways in which residents looked outside the War on Poverty apparatus to imagine a vision 
                                                
8 Daniel Martinez HoSang, Racial Propositions:  Ballot Initiatives in the Making of Postwar California 
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010) 
9 Clement Lai, “The Racial Triangulation of Space:  The Case of Urban Renewal in San Francisco’s 
Filmore District,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 102, no. 1 (2012), 153. 
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of community based on multiracial solidarity.  Existing community-based organizations 

like the Central Seattle Community Council and the Human Rights Commission drew 

from a history of multiracial cooperation and collaboration that began in the immediate 

years following the end of the World War II and were very much a part of Seattle’s 

postwar history, even if this history was pushed aside in War on Poverty governance. In 

additions, the city’s Black Panther Party chapter, which had two Japanese American 

members, worked in concert with Asian American and Latino activists in their battles 

against the city for protection and recognitions.  This was the ultimate paradox:  the very 

same racial and ethnic diversity that city leaders used as evidence of Seattle’s exceptional 

racial harmony, simultaneously created the possibilities for radical oppositionality and 

alternative configurations of community and solidarity. 

The Harmonious City?:  Urban Life and the Politics of Racial Liberalism 

 Seattle represents a productive site of investigation on the politics of inclusion in 

this era.  First, the city and its residents have a long-held shared belief of Seattle’s racial 

harmony relative to other urban centers.10  Although the scholarship on the Seattle Model 

Cities Program is limited, there are a number of scholars whose work does examine the 

city’s program.  The historian Jeffrey Sanders argues that the SMCP served as a 

laboratory for grassroots environmental justice movements that gained momentum in the 

1970s.  Accordingly, the promise of citizen participation—admittedly limited—succeeded 

in empowering target neighborhood residents to mobilize around environmental clean-up 

                                                
10 Historian Quintard Taylor argues that at the “official” level, Seattle has a long history of racial tolerance 
and harmony.  Shelley Sang-Hee Lee further argues that throughout the twentieth century, local elites 
touted the city for its racial cosmopolitanism.  See Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  
Seattle’s Central District From the 1870s Through the Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington 
Press, 1994), 94-155.; Shelley Sang-Hee Lee, Claiming the Oriental Gateway:  Prewar Seattle and 
Japanese America (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 2011), 11. 
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projects and demonstrated the intertwined relationships between space, race, and 

poverty.11  Others, like the legal scholar Elizabeth Brown focus on how the discursive 

criminalization of the Model Neighborhood residents went hand in hand with new forms 

of coercive law and order policies around policing.12   Both works acknowledge the city’s 

self-narrative of racial harmony in crafting its Model Cities application, and I too use that 

as a starting point.  However, this chapter departs from existing SMCP work by focusing 

neither on the successes of citizen action as they related to environmental justice nor the 

development of increasingly antidemocratic police practices, but instead inquires into the 

ways that the regulatory impulses of citizen participation functioned as a preventative 

rather than disciplinary mechanism.   

 This shared memory of racial harmony masked the racial tensions that existed in 

the city while simultaneously propping up the belief of municipal officials that a Model 

Cities Program in the city could prevent the crisis.  The promise of increased participation 

for target area residents was central to this.  Indeed as one planning document stated, “we 

need altered ways of life as well as altered lives.”13  In 1966 Edward Devine, the Public 

Affairs Assistant to Mayor J.D. Braman traveled to Washington D.C. to discuss Seattle’s 

interest in the program.  Because the program was aimed at the “nation’s worst slums,” 

Devine doubted that Seattle would qualify but nevertheless believed the city should apply 

for a planning grant.  Braman too told city council members that the “social and related 

problems we have are far, far less critical than those in other cities” and conceded the city 

                                                
11 Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010). 
12 Elizabeth Brown, “Race, Urban Governance, and Crime Control:  Creating Model Cities,” Law and 
Society Review 44, no. 3/4 (2010). 
13 HUD Tenders MCP Contract to Seattle, RG 207, A1/88, Box 14, NARA, CP. 
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would probably not qualify.14  But in its application grant, officials presented their case 

stating:  “Seattle is a city which is still short of the crisis situation of older urban centers” 

and their interest in the program was to “forestall this development into the 

institutionalized ghetto, which grows on its own disease.”  They continued further, “It is 

because we still do have time that we have developed the sense of urgency to attack our 

problems now.”15  Taking this characterization one step further, when describing the 

problems that the city did have, city leaders blamed them not on native Seattle residents, 

but on newcomers escaping far worse conditions in other cities.  Although conditions in 

the Model Neighborhood had not yet reached a critical stage, “the in-migration of people 

who are fleeing the near hopeless inner-city problems of Watts, Oakland, and the cities in 

the Midwest and East” they argued was “speeding our own Model Neighborhood to the 

same combination of deterioration and frustration of those other cities.”16 

 This framing succeeded in convincing federal officials to include Seattle in the 

program.  Following federal approval for Seattle’s First-Year Actin Plan in 1967, and its 

commitment to $11.2 million in funding, city officials set out to build up the “capacity 

and competence” of Model Neighborhood residents to improve their own lives and 

environment.17  Not only did city boosters believe in this self-narrative, so too did federal 

officials responsible for apportioning Model Cities funds.  A HUD-commissioned study 

                                                
14 Marshall Gans and Kahn Kaplan, The Model Cities Program:  The Planning Process in Atlanta, Seattle, 
and Dayton (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970). 
15 Marshall Gans and Kahn Kaplan, The Model Cities Program:  The Planning Process in Atlanta, Seattle, 
and Dayton (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970), 44-47. 
16 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP. 
17 Marshall Gans and Kahn Kaplan, The Model Cities Program:  The Planning Process in Atlanta, Seattle, 
and Dayton (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970), 59. 
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in 1970 concurred, arguing that Seattle was deserving of Model Cities funding to prevent 

the target neighborhood from becoming a slum.   

 In preparing their planning application, planners chose a 2 and 1/4 square mile 

area of the city that contained about 58,000 people of whom 18% had an annual income 

of less than $3,000.18  In addition about 10% of the employable men were jobless and 

approximately 14% of the housing was considered to be substandard.  The designated 

Model Neighborhood area included four distinct neighborhoods that characterized the 

problems of race and poverty in the city:  the Central Business District, the Pioneer 

Square area known as Skid Row, the International District which was the center of the 

Asian American community, and the majority-Black Central District as well as mixed 

neighborhood areas like Leschi and Medrona to the East and Capital Hill at the northern 

edge.19   

 

Image 4.1:  Seattle Model Neighborhood Target Area. 

                                                
18 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP. 
19 Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 78. 
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Together, the chosen neighborhood housed 35% of all non-White families, with 85% of 

the city’s Black residents making up over half of the Model Neighborhood population.  In 

addition to the sizable Black presence, it also included Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, and 

Native American residents.20  In 1960, there were 26,901 Black, 4,076 Chinese, 9,351 

Japanese, 3,755 Filipino, and 1,729 Native American residents citywide, and the 

overwhelming majority lived in the Model Neighborhood target area.21  Those numbers 

alone indicated that Seattle’s urban problems were not as severe as others throughout the 

nation.  In other ways, Seattle’s inner city neighborhoods looked different than the so-

called slums across the nation.  It also had higher rates of homeownership and single-

family homes relative to the rest of the country.22   

 The seeming paradox of urban blight and perceived relative harmony was stated 

clearly in the city’s Model Cities planning application submitted in 1967:  “The Model 

Neighborhood is a ghetto, although it is, on the surface, a pleasant place to live.”23  But in 

spite of the relative dearth of concentrated poverty, as planning began for the program, 

one contemporary observer noted, “far more deterioration, poverty, and deprivation” in 

the area than one would expect and conditions were only getting worse.24  In preparing its 

city’s application to the program, the Model Cities planning board developed a self-

narrative of race and place that made it exceptional relative to other urban centers.  

Unlike the other cities described in the previous chapter who highlighted the urgency of a 

                                                
20 Planning for a Model Neighborhood, Seattle, 1968, RC 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP. 
21 Seattle Segregation Maps, 1960, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/segregation_maps.htm 
22 Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 67. 
23 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP. 
24 Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 67. 
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growing crisis, Seattle officials campaigned for their inclusion in the program using 

inverse arguments.  Unlike “older urban centers of the East and Southwest,” they argued 

that “Seattle is a city which is still short of the crisis situation” others faced.25  The Model 

Neighborhood they selected was notable, not for its extreme poverty but for the fact that 

it was only in the “initial stages of decay, not the final stages.”  This approach represented 

an interesting paradox in which city leaders sought to elevate the city’s program above 

national racial politics while simultaneously mobilizing the program to manage growing 

racial tensions.   

 In describing the city’s poverty program, local leaders were explicit in contrasting 

Seattle to other urban centers.  According to Washington State Senator Warren 

Magnuson, the urban rebellions of 1967 showed clearly the “savage violence, billowing 

up from the depths of discontent, misery, and frustration” that was turning cities into 

“seething jungles of lawlessness.”26  This was, he said, the state of urban America; but 

not in Seattle, yet.  While cities like Newark, Los Angeles, Chicago, Detroit and others 

saw their city streets transformed to battle grounds between the police and the forces of 

citizen rage, Seattle had to that point not experienced a large-scale riot of its own.  Mayor 

Braman concurred with Magnuson, believing Seattle was “fortunate” and would likely 

avoid the problems facing other cities partly because it was a younger city without heavy 

segregation and “a comparatively small percentage of Negro people in our population.”27  

Further according to Braman, the specter of violent rebellion was due mostly to the 

growing population of African American migrants moving into Seattle to work in the 
                                                
25 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 1, 1. 
26 The Summer of Our Discontent,” Warren G. Magnuson, 13 September 1967, Box 194, Folder 54, 
Warren Magnuson Papers, University of Washington Special Collections. 
27 J.D. Braman to John Allan Long II, 4 April 1967, Seattle Municipal Archive, 5410-01, 92/9. 
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city’s booming economy.  As a result, the city was quickly becoming a “repository of the 

unskilled, low-income” and their growing presence placed a “severe strain on the already 

inadequate” supply of housing and services for racial minority populations.28  

 The fact that the conditions of poverty and racial tension were not as extreme as 

other cities not make the city’s inclusion the program any less urgent, according to city 

officials.  Although they admitted Seattle was “several years behind Watts, Oakland, 

Hough and Harlem in the development of civic crisis,” they were getting close.  Rather 

than participate in the program to both fight urban poverty and respond to the growing 

anger of increasingly radicalized racial minority communities, Seattle saw its 

participation as a way to “forestall” the possibilities of urban crisis.  In other words, 

Seattle’s Model Cities Program was an explicitly preventative approach to urban poverty 

and decay that was at once part of a boosterism of the city’s exceptionality and an effort 

to marginalize and pathologize oppositional and increasingly radical forms of racialized 

minority political expression.    

 According Brown in her study of Seattle’s Model Cities Program, based on the 

self-narrative of harmony relative in the turbulent mid-1960s, the city assigned 

“exceptional status” to the Model Neighborhood area.  For Brown, however, this 

exceptionality was not based on the city’s belief in its relatively harmonious racial 

politics, but on the construction of the Model Neighborhood as uniquely pathological in 

relation to the city at large.  According to this formulation, the very fact of the 

neighborhood’s exceptionality—its purported crime, racial demographics, and the rest of 

the familiar signifiers of urban poverty—allowed for antidemocratic forms of governance 

                                                
28 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1966, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP. 
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in law and justice projects developed by the Model Cities Program.29  This exceptionality 

manifested itself through “state racial disenfranchisement” and established an important 

precedent for the rise of law and order politics.  She further notes that the Model Cities 

Program produced a set of ideas that pathologized urban spaces for the purposes of 

programmatic intervention through what she terms “spatial governmentality.”   

 Seattle’s burgeoning poverty problem was the result of changes in the regional 

economy, along with decades of racial inequality.  No matter how hard city officials 

argued otherwise, the reality of racial inequality could not be denied.  In the postwar 

period, urban centers shifted away from the high-employment industrial wartime 

economy and towards a skilled workforce in aeronautic and other new technologies.30  As 

the Boeing Company grew to become the preeminent industry in the city, its demands for 

a highly technical and skilled workforce grew.  Boeing offered the city potential for 

massive economic growth in an era when cities were declining rapidly, but the benefits of 

this growth were unequally distributed along class and racial lines.  The staggering rise of 

the Boeing Company between 1965 and 1967 created more than 148,000 jobs, but did 

little for the approximately 3,000 unemployed Blacks in the Central District.31  In the 

early years of the 1960s Being drove the local economy and helped to create a new class 

of middle-class White suburban homeowners throughout the region.  Yet the benefits of 

                                                
29 Elizabeth Brown, “Race, Urban Governance, and Crime Control:  Creating Model Cities,” Law and 
Society Review 44, no. 3/4 (2010), 770. 
30 Seattle was not unique in this regard.  See Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and 
Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1996) and Scott Kurashige, The 
Shifting Grounds of Race:  Black and Japanese Americans and the Making of Multiethnic Los Angeles 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2008). 
31 Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District From 1870 Through the 
Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington Press, 1994), 193. 
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this growth were highly constrained and unevenly distributed along lines of race.32  In 

1967 for example the Black unemployment rate was at 10%, three times higher than the 

rest of the city, and 1% above the national rate for Blacks.  Predictably, when Boeing 

suffered from an equally staggering decline at the end of the 1960s and early 1970s, 

leading to massive layoffs and general decline of the city’s economy, Model 

Neighborhood residents suffered disproportionately.33  During a time when middle-class 

suburbs grew to support a technically trained middle class, the city’s Model 

Neighborhood became increasingly isolated and housed many workers who were 

“technically un-qualified” for employment in the growing aeronautics industry.34   The 

rise of Boeing was only one aspect of the broader shifts in the regional economy and 

urban landscape.  Seattle was not unlike other cities in the postwar period that saw a 

majority of its population move to the suburbs.  This suburban exodus was made possible 

by municipal and federal investments in highway construction and commercial 

redevelopment to facilitate the mobility of consumers both to downtown commercial 

districts and newly constructed suburban shopping centers.35   

 In many ways, when taken at the aggregate, Seattle lagged behind other urban 

centers in terms of racial and economic crisis.  Considered a “white collar” city, it had 

approximately 30% more professional and white collar workers per 100,000 than the 

                                                
32 See Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010). 28-29. 
33 Seattle Second Year Action Plan, 1970, RG 207, A1/97, Box 240, NARA, CP. 
34 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 1, B2. 
35 Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 32.  See also, Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The 
Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985) and  
Alison Isenberg, Downtown America:  A History of the Place and the People Who Made It (Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 2004). 
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national average.36  But it was precisely that reputation that made it possible for 

municipal officials to understate the level of suffering in the Model Neighborhood.  The 

Model Neighborhood area was disproportionately affected by poor health and access to 

medical care.  Besides rates of infant mortality being 3 times higher than the rest of the 

city, higher incidences of so-called venereal disease, and a rate of tuberculosis estimated 

to be somewhere between 2 1/2 and 4 times above city rates, the area was also known to 

have higher rates of mental illness, and alcohol and narcotics use.37  The problems in the 

Model Neighborhood were not simply tied to joblessness and lack of access to healthy 

industries.  City officials boasted that structural racial discrimination was not a major 

obstacle to employment, pointing to the fact that the city’s Chamber of Commerce had a 

special division to promote non-discriminatory hiring.  Instead, officials blamed the 

cultural pathologies of Model Neighborhood residents for joblessness.  Rather than blame 

employers for racist hiring practices, city officials deflected and instead said that white 

employers lacked understanding of the “psychology and orientation of the Negro 

worker.”  This was a problem of individual bias and ideology and could be be solved by 

training and education rather than structural economic reform.  Indeed, by refusing to 

acknowledge structural and economic racism, city officials recapitulated the era’s 

racialized poverty knowledge to blame the residents for the problems that plagues their 

neighborhoods.  They argued that the area’s problems were caused by the presence of 

“every dangerous social symptom, from unmarried mothers and single-parent families to 

juvenile delinquency and crime” in the target neighborhood.38  According to the 1960 

                                                
36 Planning for a Model Neighborhood, Seattle, 1968, RC 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, 1. 
37 Planning for a Model Neighborhood, Seattle, 1968, RC 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, 81. 
38 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 1, C2. 
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census, 72% of the city’s non-White population lived in the Model Neighborhood.  The 

median family income within the neighborhood was about 3/4 that of the city at large.  

Even though the area contained about 15% of the total housing units in the city, 25% of 

all low-income housing was located there.  Juvenile arrests were 8 times greater than in 

the rest of the city.39  And further confirming the cognitive dissonance between the city’s 

celebratory narrative and the reality of Model Neighborhood life, employment for the 

city’s Black and Asian residents remained static, in spite of the relative affluence of the 

postwar years. 

 In addition to the normal markers of urban poverty, a combination of segregation 

and lack of transportation services all but guaranteed conditions in the Model 

Neighborhood would not improve without serious intervention.  According to studies 

leading up to the planning application, the number of people who required public 

transportation in the Model Neighborhood was higher than the city at large.  Yet at the 

time of submission there were no routes between the Model Neighborhood and the high 

employment areas in South Seattle.  Further exacerbating that was the fact that because 

Boeing had chosen an area outside the city limits as its headquarters, it was inaccessible 

to those who relied on public transportation.40  In this case Seattle’s Model Neighborhood 

was not only a site of joblessness and housing decay but also a place where mobility was 

severely limited.  Being poor and residing the program’s designated area meant less 

potential for mobility, both literally and figuratively.   

                                                
39 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 2, B1. 
40 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 3, D1. 
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 Furthermore, the educational achievement of students in the Model Neighborhood 

lagged far behind the rest of the city.  Not only did Model Neighborhood schools have 

much higher dropout and suspension rates than the rest of the city, students in the area 

tested well below the district average standardized testing.41  This was especially 

distressing for city officials who, drawing from extant poverty epistemology, believed 

that low educational achievement stunted community spirit and participation.  This was 

especially urgent for children in a “disadvantaged urban society” where it was especially 

important that children learn to adapt and function within their environments.  Without 

the ability to navigate their environment and develop a sense of community, they would 

continue get stuck in the “tangle of pathology” and poverty.42  And succeeding in school 

and developing the requisite abilities to function within society would lead to higher self-

esteem to overcome the anxiety, shame, and guilt believed to be associated with poverty.  

In short, the lack of education in the Model Neighborhood, according to program 

planners produced and contributed to and reproduced the cultural pathologies that were 

the primary objects of War on Poverty intervention.   

 The question becomes then, if in its application for Model Cities funds officials, 

the city focused on the problems of poor housing, joblessness, crime, lack of education 

and other familiar markers of urban poverty, why did they simultaneously make the 

argument that Seattle was unique in its lack of poverty.  Certainly part of the answer was 

simply quantitative.  The size and scope of the city’s racial and poverty problems was 

smaller than in other places.  However, I argue that this narrative of relative racial 

                                                
41 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 3, F1. 
42 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part 3, F6. 
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harmony simultaneously masked real structural and cultural inequalities while at the 

same time it obscured the possibilities for radical critiques from Model Neighborhood 

communities and residents.  Certainly, throughout this period, Black, Asian, and to a 

lesser degree, Latino residents pushed back against War on Poverty rationalities and the 

narrative of racial liberalism that made it possible.  But this discursive terrain was an 

impediment for radical and structural critiques, precisely because it created a set of 

assumptions about a relative lack of racial and social crisis.  As a result, critiques of the 

War on Poverty and the city’s celebratory self-narrative—which I return to later in this 

chapter—often fell on deaf ears in the mayor’s office.    

Who Owns Our Multiracial Past?   

 Seattle’s self-narrative of relative racial harmony was based, at least in part, on 

the vibrancy of the multiple post-war civic organizations that were prevalent throughout 

the nation.43  Beginning with the Jackson Street Community Council (JSCC) in 1946, 

Seattle residents throughout the Central Area and International District formed multiracial 

civic organizations that undertook neighborhood beautification, public health campaigns, 

and other community projects as a means to alleviate any potential conflict between 

African Americans and Japanese Americans returning from internment.  The JSCC as 

well as other civic organizations including CORE, the Coalition Against Discrimination 

(CAD), the Central Area Motivation Program (CAMP), and the Central Area Civil Rights 

                                                
43 See for example, Allison Varzally, Making a Non-White America:  California Coloring Outside Ethnic 
Lines, 1925-1955 (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008); Scott Kurashige, The Shifting Grounds 
of Race:  Black and Japanese Americans in the Making of Multiethnic Los Angeles (Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 2008); Kevin Leonard, The Battle for Los Angeles:  Racial Ideology and World War II 
(Albuquerque:  University of New Mexico Press, 2006); Mark Brilliant, The Color of America Has 
Changed:  How Racial Diversity Shaped Civil Rights Reform in California, 1941-1978 (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2010); Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District 
From 1870 Through the Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington Press, 1994). 
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Committee (CARC) had an existing relationship with the city government and had 

established some institutional legitimacy in the years leading up to the War on Poverty.  

At the outset of the program, the city recruited the Central Seattle Community Council 

(CSCC), an already existing multiracial civic organization that succeeded the JSCC and 

claimed many of the city’s civil rights leadership in its membership, to be an active ally 

in Model Cities planning, a clear signal from the city that citizen participation would be 

mediated through already established and accepted channels.44  The CSCC was one of the 

sixteen “major organizations” in the Model Neighborhood that were recognized by the 

city as legitimate “Neighborhood Organizations” in the Model Cities application.  As 

debates over municipal and grassroots understandings of citizen participation emerged 

and continued throughout the life of the program, it worth noting just who and what local 

and federal officials recognized as legitimate representatives of community.  From the 

outset of the program then, Seattle officials opted to limit citizen participation to those it 

deemed willing to cooperatively function within municipal politics at the expense of 

political and community formations outside the purview of City Hall.  In other words, by 

the time of the passage of the Model Cities Act, there already existed in Seattle a 

multiracial cadre of minority leadership that while providing services and a space for 

community service, was already mechanism through which city officials understood 

community.   

 The city’s already existing civil rights establishment made organizing for the 

Model Cities Program relatively smooth.  Local activist Charles Johnson for example 

                                                
44 Robert Dean to Andrew Bell, 6 February 1968, Box 75, Folder 15, Henry M. Jackson Papers, University 
of Washington Special Collections. 
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said the program was a “godsend” because it provided organizational legitimacy and 

funds to people “who had been volunteers doing this sort of thing out in the 

community.”45  When the local activist and director of CAMP, Walter Hundley, was 

chosen by Mayor J.D. Braman to direct the city’s Model Cities Program in 1968, it 

provided some insight as to the direction the program would take.  Hundley and the 

organizations involved in the planning process represented the mainstream civil rights 

establishment and its concern for liberal, integrationist politics.  In the mid-1960s civil 

rights organizations benefited from the support of the city administration in ways that 

afforded them institutional support.  As I discussed in previous chapters, federal and local 

officials sought to absorb Black anger into the political mainstream.  In almost all cases, 

this necessarily meant pacifying young radical groups and/or marking them as 

undeserving outsiders while juxtaposing them against older liberal activists more 

amenable to working within the system.  In Seattle, the city was able to draw from a 

robust assemblage of liberal integrationist formations in the planning and implementation 

of the program.   

 Seattle Model Cities planners themselves also contributed to a narrative of racial 

liberalism.  In its earliest stages Hundley proclaimed that it was “not just a black 

program” but one that served the whole city.46  Framing the program as multiracial served 

the purposes of preemptively responding to the kinds of critiques emerging throughout 

the nation that the War on Poverty and its attendant programs unfairly favored urban 

                                                
45 Jeffrey Sanders, Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia (Pittsburgh:  
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 76. 
46 A Little Noticed Revolution:  An Oral History of the Model Cities Program and Its Transition to the 
Community Development Block Grant Program ed. John Sasso and Priscilla Foley (Berkeley:  University 
of California Berkeley Press, 2005), 104. 
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Blacks at the expense of suburban Whites.  But by expanding the Model Neighborhood 

from earlier proposals focused solely on the traditionally Black Central District to include 

the Asian International District as well as the Pioneer Square skid row area, Hundley 

drew from a longer multiracial history.  It was precisely this tradition of multiracial 

cooperation and the visible presence of multiple minority groups that Hundley and 

municipal officials used to describe the city’s harmonious racial politics.   

 Also contributing to the long held reputation for the racial liberalism of the city is 

what the historian Quintard Taylor calls the “invisibility” of the city’s Black community, 

which masked “deeply held racial antipathies and anxieties.”47  In describing the 

treatment of Blacks in the city, one observer noted that while they might not have been 

targeted by lynch mobs and White vigilantes, African Americans were forced to endure 

“little nasties.”48  The captain of the Seattle chapter of the Black Panther Party, Aaron 

Dixon concurred saying, “it wasn’t like people walking around in hoods and burning 

crosses on your houses.”  Rather, he experienced almost constant “subtle” acts of racism 

that built up over time.49  In addition, unlike the shipbuilding industries in Portland, the 

San Francisco Bay area, and Los Angeles that were dominated by the exclusionist 

International Brotherhood of Boilermakers, the largest companies on Seattle’s shipyards 

had contracts with the racially integrated Industrial Union of Marine and Shipbuilders 

Workers of America union.  As a result, African Americans enjoyed relatively high rates 
                                                
47 Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District From 1870 Through the 
Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington Press, 1994), 192.  Taylor is not the only scholar to 
point to the city’s belief in its history of racial harmony as others have noted Seattle’s unique “social 
democratic” spirit.  See also Jason Hackworth, The Neoliberal City:  Governance, Ideology, and 
Development in American Urbanism (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 2007), 54. 
48 Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District From 1870 Through the 
Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington Press, 1994), 80. 
49 Aaron Dixon, interview by Janet Jones, Trevor Griffey, and Alex Morrow, 13 July 2005 and 2 May 
2005, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/aaron_dixon.ht 
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of employment in the city’s shipyards, relative to the rest of the Pacific Coast region.50  

Part of reason for the “subtlety” of the city’s anti-Black racism was due to multiracial 

diversity in the city.  Another was the relative newness of the city’s Black neighborhood 

in the Central District.  The Black population which had hovered around 1% of the city’s 

total for decades was nearly 5% in 1960 and rose to over 7% by 1970.51  It should be 

noted however, that just because the community was relatively new and small, Seattle 

had a longer history of racial segregation that dated back to the early 20th century.  

According to the historian Matthew Klingle, by the 1920s the Jackson Street area was 

one of the few places in the city where racialized minority populations could buy or rent 

housing.52  The growing Black community, concentrated in the Central District, which 

was already isolated from neighborhoods like Magnolia, Ballard, or West Seattle, had 

very little effect on the day-to-day activities of most Seattleites.  While many White 

Seattleites might acknowledge the existence of racial inequality in the abstract, most 

could effectively ignore the issue based on their physical isolation from the Central 

District.  The Central District “might just as well be a foreign country, which they 

occasionally pass through in their automobiles, peering with mild distaste at ‘them’ and 

their funny way of life,” according to the local journalist Robert Schear.53  This paradox 
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between a nominal racial liberalism and the plight of residents in the Model 

Neighborhood area led to what one Black Seattleite called a “wall of vast indifference.”54   

 This indifference to structural racial inequality and celebration of racial liberalism 

manifested itself in the open housing campaigns of the early 1960s.  In 1957, the state 

legislature passed the Omnibus Civil Rights Act which made housing discrimination 

illegal.  Yet the law was successfully challenged two years later by the King County 

Court and upheld by the both the state and national Supreme Courts.  In his 1959 

decision, King County Judge James W. Hodson ruled that although he was “fully 

cognizant of the evils which flow from discrimination because of race…the court rules 

for the right of the owner of private property to complete freedom of choice in selecting 

those with whom he will deal.”55  This “right” to discrimination, while couched in the 

language of homeowner rights, was representative of the broader context of racial 

liberalism in America.  The 1948 Supreme Court Shelley v. Kraemer decision, which 

outlawed the use of racial covenants put an end to legally-sanctioned housing 

segregation, did little to stop a new regime of de facto segregation practices like 

voluntary agreements among homeowners invested in maintaining racial homogeneity in 

their neighborhoods.56   
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liberalism so prevalent in the post-War period.  Rather than address the issue of racial inequality and 
discrimination head on, judges and legislators argued that while they were sympathetic to the deleterious 
affects of racism and the desirability of a more just society, the “rights” of homeowners and individual 
choice needed to be protected above all else.  See HoSang, Racial Propositions:  Ballot Initiatives and the 
Making of Postwar California (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010), 88. 
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 The contests over urban housing revealed fissures in the city’s narrative and 

created space for the expression of multiracial solidarities that were deemphasized or 

outright occluded in War on Poverty discourse.  In 1963 mayor Gordon Clinton appointed 

the Japanese American civic leader, Philip Hayasaka, as director of the newly formed 

Human Rights Commission.  The Commission’s first order of business was to take on 

housing segregation in the city.  Regarding Clinton’s decision to give the directorship to 

an Asian American when African Americans bore the brunt of housing discrimination, 

Hayasaka recalled, “the Black community, particularly, was opposed to it.”  But based on 

the trust built over years of working together in the Jackson Street Community Council, 

one influential Black leader, the Reverend Mance Jackson told Hayasaka, “We have to 

oppose you, but you know I’m for you.”57  Black opposition to Hayasaka’s appointment 

was understandable as it was Jackson and another Black minister Samuel McKinney who 

led a 400-person protest march through the city to demand an open housing law, just 

before the advent of the Human Rights Commission in 1963.  But through collaboration 

across difference Hayasaka and members of the Black community crafted an open 

housing ordinance to be placed on the ballot in 1964.  Unfortunately in spite of 

coordinated and unyielding campaigning the bill was defeated by the voters 112, 448 to 

53,453.58  Yet through continued cooperation—partly in the a multiracial organization 

                                                                                                                                            
University Press, 1985); Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and Inequality in Postwar 
Detroit (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1996); Scott Kurashige, The Shifting Grounds of Race:  
Black and Japanese Americans in the Making of Multiethnic Los Angeles (Princeton:  Princeton University 
Press, 2008); and Charlotte Brooks, Alien Neighbors, Foreign Friends:  Asian Americans, Housing, and the 
Transformation of Urban California (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
57 Phil Hayasaka, interview by Trevor Griffey and Morgan Banks, 6 December 2005, Seattle Civil Rights 
and Labor History Project.   
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/hayasaka.htm 
58 Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District From 1870 Through the 
Civil Rights Era (Seattle:  University of Washington Press, 1994), 205. 



 

 

268 

called the Fair Housing Listing Service (FHLS)—the city’s Black and Asian community 

leaders fostered dialogue between potential home buyers and sellers willing to sell to 

non-Whites.  By 1965 the FHLS had “directly negotiated fifty-two sales with a dollar 

volume over $1,000,000” for African Americans moving out of the Model Neighborhood 

target area.59  Finally, as a result of the perceived successes of the voluntary approach of 

the FHLS and the shifting terrain of racial politics nationally, the city’s City Council 

unanimously passed an open housing measure, bypassing a referendum that would allow 

the issue to go to a popular vote.60  This success, while halting and marked by conflict 

within the Model Neighborhood area community, was reflective of a longer history of 

multiracial collaboration and cooperation that functioned both inside and outside the 

purview of the War on Poverty. 

 Further, the city’s concessions to civil rights activists allowed officials to believe 

that the city was uniquely successful in acceding to the demands of civil rights activists 

who undertook retail demonstrations and boycotts throughout 1961 and 1962.  Through 

an aggressive campaign of direct action tactics, activists demanded recognition and 

remediation.  For example, in a series of “shoe-ins,” demonstrators filled department 

stores and tried on numerous shoes without buying.  Organized primarily by Hundley 

activists targeted large department stores like the Bon Marche, J.C. Penny, and 

Nordstrom as well as the Safeway and Wonder Bread grocery chains.61  These 

demonstrations extended to “shop-ins” where residents filled carts and grocery stores en 
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masse and only after waiting in line and having their costs totaled did they leave without 

paying.  These direct actions and boycotts drew to attention to racist hiring practices and 

a general lack of respect for the city’s African American community, and as a result of 

their visibility and energy, signs of de facto employment segregation began to wane.  By 

the middle of the 1960s, Blacks made up the sales and office personnel throughout the 

city’s downtown businesses.62 

 This institutional belief coming from Braman and the city’s municipal officials 

was echoed in a Congressional study that traveled to eight Model Neighborhoods to 

evaluate the program.  In comparing their visits to neighborhoods in Chicago, Newark, 

and New York, observers in Seattle asked “where are the slums?”63  Beyond what they 

believed to be the absence of the physical signifiers of urban poverty, they also noted 

friendly relations between city hall and local residents.  Because of that, Seattle could 

swiftly move forward with implementation of various programs.  Before moving onto a 

discussion of the actual implementation of programs that were so successful to local and 

federal evaluators, it is important to note the criteria used to determine success.  In the 

minds of outside observers Seattle’s Model Cities Program was successful because the 

mayor’s office was able to implement programs relatively unencumbered by protests 

from local residents and the delays they wrought.  Or in other words, precisely because 

the city had successfully absorbed local residents it deemed willing and able to work 

within the system at the expense of others, the program held great promise in Seattle.  
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 However, clear contradictions were never hard to find.  In March 1967 Braman 

engaged in a war of words with Reverend O.F. Brown following “another” shooting of a 

Black youth by a Seattle police officer.  Following the incident, Brown implored Braman 

to establish a more responsive Interracial Citizen Advisory Committee to consult the 

police on “police-minority relations.”64  In response, Braman assured Brown he would 

continue to expand training programs with the goal of improving the attitude of police 

officers toward non-White residents.  However, by placing blame on the police and 

systemic racism, Braman countered “I believe the responsible leaders in the Negro 

community, such as yourself are making a very serious mistake in infolding (sic) young 

criminals, who happen to be Negroes, under the mantle of civil rights.”65  Citing his own 

police statistics, he noted that out of the 24,000 arrests made the previous year for 

misdemeanors and felonies, there were only 7 in which shootings occurred.  “If it 

happens that more of these particular incidents involve young Negroes, I think one could 

very well wonder if this wasn’t because of their rather violent resistance to the law,” and 

a “fantastically large number of young Negroes apprehended attempt to break arrest, as 

compared to young white men,” Braman continued.  To bring the point home, he ended 

by stating, “I know these are difficult conclusions for one of your race to arrive at,” and 

suggested that Brown should concern himself more with crime coming out of the Black 

community rather than civil rights.   

 Braman’s exhortations reveal the level to which the city’s leadership used its own 

self-narrative as tool to manage public discourse.  Braman blamed police violence on 
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Black criminality, and implored Black leaders to leave behind the politics of civil rights 

and identity-based projects, and join the broader community in working towards a more 

ordered “model” city.  Of course, these kinds of rhetorical moves sidestepped the 

problem of police misconduct, and more insidiously masked existing racial tensions 

under the banner of cooperation and community engagement.  Praising the “Oriental” 

community for its active leadership and “high degree of citizenship,” he also noted that 

until very recently the “leadership of the Negro community tended to be somewhat 

abrasive” but had become increasingly “responsible” and were now “performing a very 

fine function in helping with our programs.”66  Labeling the leadership of the Black 

community as “abrasive” and juxtaposing it against the supposed cooperation of the 

“Oriental” community fit into larger cultural discourses about Black radicalism and the 

emergent “Model Minority” thesis.67  Using the rhetoric of liberal inclusion, Braman’s 

words also revealed both the political benefits of “proper” performances of political 

participation and the pathologization of Black residents who failed to live up to the city’s 

liberal promise.   

 Clearly, contradictions between rhetoric and reality were not hard to find.  This 

was certainly true when the city announced its participation in the Model Cities Program 

in 1967.  Immediately following, legislatures were inundated with letters expressing 

White anger.  On the one hand, it would seem a city that prided itself for its relative lack 

of racial tension would enthusiastically support programs like the Model Cities Program.  
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However, as the ethnic studies scholar Daniel Martinez HoSang makes clear, racial 

liberalism is not the absence of a racial ideology but is its own discursive construction.  

Under regimes of racial liberalism, many of the race-based initiatives of the 1960s were 

derided as reverse-racist and actually contributing to racial tensions rather than 

alleviating them.68  The same kinds of sentiments emerged in response to the Seattle 

Model Cities Program.  Seattle residents Mae and Ray Rau, in a letter to Washington 

State Senator Henry Jackson, called the program “flagrantly pro-Negro-racist” and if 

enacted in Seattle would “condemn and tear down houses and destroy whole 

neighborhoods to bring about integration!”69  Another Seattleite, no doubt voicing the 

concerns about concerned Whites throughout the city, asked “Is there no such thing as 

white civil rights?”70  Accordingly participation in the program would signal Seattle 

surrendering to the “nauseating spectacle of militia bayoneting white men and women, 

who were trying to protect their homes and property from unlawful invasion by black 

terrorists and arsonists.71  

Training Model Employees 

 Because of the extant narrative of racial harmony in the city, many Model Cities 

projects focused on training and mentorship rather than discipline and social control.  

Certainly, this was the central tenet of War on Poverty programs and Model Cities 

particular, but the city’s unique context no doubt determined the kinds of programs the 
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city would employ.  One of the early project proposals in the Model Neighborhood was 

the 1968 On the Job Training (OJT) program which provided job training and 

employment for the approximately 2,000 “hardcore unemployed” in the Model 

Neighborhood area.  The OJT represented a clear recognition by planners that for the 

Model Cities Program to gain traction in the area, it needed to address the extremely 

pressing need for employment for residents who found themselves jobless due to racial 

discrimination in employment and unions, automation and technical advancements in 

industry, and the low educational attainment of many job seekers in the area.72  It also 

was part and parcel with the preventative framework of the city’s program, and the extant 

belief that the urban underemployed were “likely to contribute to a growing unrest and 

social disillusionment.”73  But beyond serving as a preventative measure of the racial 

crises of urban centers throughout the nation Seattle planners hoped to avoid, the OJT 

also fulfilled the broader imperatives of community action in the War on Poverty.  

Beyond the ideal of providing jobs and immediate relief for the city’s urban poor, it also 

sought to train residents to be self-reliant and independent.   

 Not only would the OJT provide education and training on the necessary skills 

required for the wide range of “shortage” occupations in the city including automobile 

mechanics, restaurant and hospital hospitality, janitorial, and metal processing, it also 

sought to inculcate trainees with the self-discipline necessary to remain gainfully 

employed.  The timeframe of the training program matched the actual hours equivalent to 

a full week of work.74  On the one hand, providing rigorous training that went beyond 
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simple evening or weekend seminars could provide residents robust and comprehensive 

education in skills and trade.  But at the same time, it also served the purpose of 

reorienting the temporal rhythms of urban life.  Calling back to the Ghetto Visit reports, 

simulating the temporality of the full time workweek pushed back against institutional 

beliefs in the listlessness of urban life.  The OJT in this context not only had the potential 

to improve the employable skills of Model Neighborhood residents but also functioned as 

a strategy to reorient their behavior.  One of the specific provisions of the proposed 

project in this context was to make sure the OJT was continuous and lasted for “sufficient 

duration”—between 4 and 26 weeks—so that trainees would become “reasonably adept” 

in functioning within these normative temporal schemes.75   

 The OJT perfectly exemplified War on Poverty governmental rationalities.  

Ideally, the OJT and other training programs connected to the Model Cities Program and 

the broader War on Poverty would help to shape and fashion individuals and communities 

who did not need to be coercively governed by others, but could govern, master, and care 

for themselves.76  Not only did the OJT seek to provide citizens with necessary skills, but 

as a strategy of governance, it concomitantly imbued residents—now reformulated as 

productive citizens—with the responsibilities of self-government that come with 

productive liberal citizenship.   

Making a Model Community:  Cultural Productions and Contests for 
Representation and Legitimacy 
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 In planning for a Model Neighborhood, community leaders and city officials 

showed the level to which the culture of poverty thesis had taken hold at the institutional 

level.  While certainly concerned with economic and physical rehabilitation, they also 

gave high priority to arts and culture.  Through a robust series of “cultural” programs, 

city officials focused intensely on transforming the “culture” of the culture of poverty 

into normative citizenship.  That much should be no surprise.  From the earliest iterations 

of War on Poverty planning, culture and community were primary objects of intervention.  

Seattle planners argued that “cultural awareness” within a community was centrally 

important to the lifestyle and behavior of the community and its individual members.77  

Cultural development and performances served more than aesthetic purposes; they could 

affect one’s behavior and outlook and produce a sense of community and responsibility 

where it was lacking.  Existing neighborhood institutions were considered to be 

“culturally undeveloped” and unable to “provide much support” for its residents and 

organizations.78 

The planning documents that laid out proposals for the city’s Model Cities 

Program and its underlying rationalities revealed just how city officials viewed its 

racialized minority populations.  The Black community within the Model Neighborhood, 

according to reports, lacked any cultural relationship toward “white American society, the 

black society, or their African heritage.”79  Not only did this preclude possibilities for 

effective participatory citizenship, it left them in an “isolated world with no dimension of 

time” and with no connection to a shared past or a hopeful future.  It was precisely this 
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“ad-hoc-ness” that helped to produce and sustain urban poverty and its signifiers.  This 

description of the Model Neighborhood Black community was juxtaposed against the 

Chinese and Japanese communities living in the International District, who benefited 

from “family strength and social autocracy—themselves cultural traits” that produced a 

sense of belonging and community ethic.80  This purposeful juxtaposition was central to 

the Model Minority thesis that was ascendant in the mid-1960s and served to position the 

successes of Asian Americans as evidence of the possibilities for success and more 

importantly, to discipline other minority communities—particularly urban Blacks—for 

their failures to do so.  Of course the planning committee approached the question of 

useful cultural consumption with their own set of criteria.  To prove that the Model 

Neighborhood residents’ lack of exposure to the arts contributed to their marginality, they 

cited as an example the fact that the Seattle Symphony donated tickets to Model 

Neighborhood students to attend, but an “18th century baroque masterpiece” was of little 

interest to the youths.  Instead these kinds of “experiments” often ended with what the 

teachers and chaperones referred to as “discipline problems.”81 

 Drawing from broader War on Poverty logic that tied urban poverty to, in part, the 

absence of community, Seattle Model Cities planners moved early in the program to 

intervene into community affairs.  One of the first projects in Seattle was the construction 

of a multipurpose community center that housed a movie theater, a stage for community 

productions, a childcare center, and a hall for community functions like dances, banquets, 

and other gatherings.  This space would not only serve the function of nurturing and 
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fostering an interest in culture and the arts that city officials and local leaders believed 

was lacking in the Model Neighborhood.  By building a space within the Model 

Neighborhood, planners hoped it would also serve to stimulate the local economy.  

Rather than having to travel outside the area for entertainment this new center would 

keep the estimated 6,000 people a week from taking their business outside the 

neighborhood.82   

 The regulatory impulses of using arts and culture was not lost on Model 

Neighborhood residents.  In a letter to Walter Hundley, Maxine Gray implored him to 

recognize that the arts should not be used simply to “cool” tensions in impoverished 

neighborhoods.  If the purpose of the arts center was to develop the artistic talents of 

residents, then the program should move forward; but should not be “disguised as 

tranquilizers of turbulence.”83  Gray also offered a suggestion that spoke to the already 

existing multiracial character of the Model Neighborhood.  She noted that an arts center 

that did not include the work of “Eskimo craftsmen” living in the Pioneer Square area, 

Filipino “native dances,” Japanese American and Chinese American arts, in addition to 

the African American emphasis already being proposed was not reflective of the character 

of the community.84   
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Image 4.2:  Seattle Model Cities Arts and Culture, 1968.85 

 Drawing from the faith that it was not burdened by the broad-based racial crisis of 

other cities, Seattle Model Cities leaders sought prevention through cultural projects.  

Rather than implementing explicitly disciplinary forms of social control as discussed in 

the previous chapters, the art-based programs concerned themselves more with fostering 

the “happiness and dignity” of the Model Neighborhood community so as to bring about 

a “climate of hope necessary for full scale community programs in economic 

advancement and general community improvement” which would in turn nurture the 

necessary “growth of the individual and the community.”86    In a striking expression of 

the power of cultural expression to combat the pathologies of poverty, one planning 

document explaining the necessity Model Cities cultural projects stated:  “When a 

community does not know itself as human, it tends to settle for less than human motives 
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and means for getting out from under the bind of area decay.”87  This belief in the de-

humanization of Model Neighborhood life served as a primary justification for placing 

cultural renewal at the heart of Model Cities governance.  Further, not only would arts 

and culture-based projects hopefully inculcate the kind of community ethic city leaders 

believed to be lacking, the celebration of multiracial and multicultural expressions would 

also serve as a symbolic celebration of the city’s belief in its pluralistic exceptionality.   

 At the earliest stages of the program, the Model Cities Arts and Culture Task 

Force procured funds for the construction of art houses throughout the neighborhood to 

foster the kinds of cultural renewal planners believed to be key to neighborhood 

rehabilitation.  These arts and culture centers would not only serve as spaces for 

community building and employment for local artists and performers, but would also 

function as symbols of the city’s multiracial character that was so central to its self-

image.  These proposed art houses would create space for the celebration of the “Negro, 

Japanese, Chinese, Indian, Mexican, Puerto Rican” cultures.88  As the historian Karen 

Ferguson argues, “white liberals who wanted to domesticate black power and neutralize 

its threat to the status quo” turned to “black culture as a starting point.”89  This was 

because celebrating and promoting Black and racialized minority culture was a relatively 

simple way to meet demands emanating from urban communities compared to 

monumental task of addressing the structural and systemic inequalities that produced 

poverty.   
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Image 4.3:  Seattle Model Cities Arts and Culture, 1968.90 

 But in spite of the idealism of building a community ethic through the arts, the 

various “cultural” programs force also revealed the broader regulatory impulses of the 

Model Cities Program and the War on Poverty.  The proposed arts centers were meant to 

provide an “initial interest spark” to encourage residents to get involved in community 

life.91  What they would not do is remedy existing structures of economic and inequality 

that produced the conditions in the Model Neighborhood.  The arts centers and their role 

in building a productive community ethic that were focused myopically on the Model 

Neighborhood produced a means through which residents could participate in community 

life, but also created a kind of stasis.  These proposed programs sought to build 
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community in the Model Neighborhood while at the same time, expressing a belief that 

all their problems could be solved internally.   

 However, Model Cities planners and administrators did not have a monopoly on 

the arts and culture.  No matter how much they believed that the arts center and 

sponsored performances could fulfill the era’s strategic imperatives, the residents who 

participated imagined alternative forms of authority and community.  The historian 

Daniel Widener argues that even within War on Poverty-initiated and sponsored arts 

programs, activists claimed performance spaces and cultural production as their own.92  

In other words, local officials may have viewed Model Cities arts and culture programs as 

part of the broader regulatory logics of the era, but they were simultaneously spaces for 

community formation and local social movements.  They created, according to Robin 

Kelley, spaces for “pleasure, not just to escape the everyday brutalities of capitalism, 

patriarchy, and white supremacy, but to build community, establish fellowship” and 

“plant seeds for a different way of living, a different way of hearing.”93   They held, in 

short, possibilities for community and political configurations that rejected the regulatory 

logics of War on Poverty epistemology and imagined a more democratic and equitable 

world absent of the structures of racism and capitalism that produced racialized urban 

poverty.   

 Beyond the efforts to build programs to create and build upon productive forms of 

community life, the Seattle Model Cities Program also intervened into the bodies of 

individual residents.  While citizen participation, job training programs, public health 
                                                
92 Daniel Widener, Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  Duke 
University Press, 2010). 
93 Robin D.G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams:  The Black Radical Imagination (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2002), 
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projects, and arts and culture activities got the most attention, smaller scale projects 

indicated a belief that the pathologies of urban life in America were also made manifest 

into the physical bodies of Model Neighborhood residents.  In 1969 the Seattle Model 

Cities Program began a campaign to improve the food and nutritional choices of residents 

of the Model Neighborhood.  This emerged from the belief that “good nutrition is an 

essential starting point if the residents of the Model Cities are to take full advantage of 

the potential offered by the model cities concept.”94  Without proper nutritional practices, 

the theory went, individuals would not be “optimumly (sic) responsive” to the 

improvements and opportunities that Model Cities offered them.  Not only would 

improved nutrition better prepare individual residents to participate in the program, but it 

was critical to the building of community.  In other words, healthier bodies and healthier 

individuals would lead to more productive participation, which was crucial to the success 

of the program.95 

 But the nutrition program also served another purpose that adhered to the 

rationalities of War on Poverty governance. So much of the Model Cities Program and 

War on Poverty was based around the notion of training and educating away supposed 

community pathologies, and a nutrition program was part and parcel to these sets of 

beliefs.  According to the nutrition program proposal, poor nutrition revealed more than 

just unhealthy food choices.  It also demonstrated the lack of education and knowledge 

about proper health practices.  Proper training and education in healthy nutritional 
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95 See Michel Foucault’s discussions of biopolitics or the processes through which power intervenes into 
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choices ran parallel to the educational and regulatory impulses that underwrote the 

entirety of the program and the era’s interventions into urban life.   

 The Seattle Model Cities Program’s desire to intervene into the biopolitical life of 

the Model Neighborhood was also related to broader racial politics of the era.  One of the 

earliest iterations of the nutrition program in late 1969 proposed a breakfast and lunch 

program for area children.  By serving the nutritional needs of Model Neighborhood 

residents through the aegis of municipal politics, it would also serve the purpose of co-

opting the very same programs of already existing community organizations Model Cities 

planners sought to absorb.  Rather than allowing organizations like the Black Panthers to 

assume positions of leadership, Model Cities breakfast and lunch programs were meant to 

show that these services were accessible through mainstream political institutions than 

oppositional and radicalized community formations outside the purview of the municipal 

governance.  Indeed, according to Aaron Dixon, the city only began a food program in 

response to the successes of the Panther free breakfast program in the city.  The Panther 

food programs—implemented in chapters across the country—were, according to Dixon, 

so influential that they “forced the federal government to provide money” for similar 

programs across the country.96  In addition, the Panthers exposed the state’s inability or 

unwillingness to effectively deliver essential services.  Dixon drew a sharp distinction 

between community-controlled programs and the War on Poverty state’s efforts to match 

them.  It was precisely the fact of exposing the hollow ineffectuality of the state that was 

so revolutionary.  Citing the difference between the Panthers and Model Cities 

                                                
96 Aaron Dixon, interview by Janet Jones, Trevor Griffey, and Alex Morrow, 13 July 2005 and 2 May 
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specifically, Nixon stated that their programs were revolutionary acts because in addition 

to providing needed services “in our liberation schools, we taught the kids who Huey 

Newton was, who Bobby Seale was, who Malcolm X was, so we were always 

politicizing the participants who worked with us.”97 

 Even more traditional projects related to space and urban planning were couched 

in the language of cultural deprivation.  During the planning period, the Seattle Model 

Cities leadership argued that the Model Neighborhood’s physical and social problems 

were connected and needed to be handled in concert.  This was very much in tune with 

the broader intellectual context in which social scientists and government officials 

connected the blight of urban space and the cultural effects of poverty.  In the Model 

Neighborhood, beyond the lack of employment opportunities, suitable housing options, 

and municipal services, was the general problem of urban design.  The rigid grid layout 

with blocks upon blocks filled with parked cars created an experience in which someone 

traveling through the Model Neighborhood would have no sense of the interesting 

topography of the area.  Because of the poor layout, along with aging low-quality 

structures, planners argued that Model Neighborhood residents lacked dignity and pride 

in the area.98  To bring home the point, they argued that any proposed projects related to 

planning or urban design needed to recognize the “most basic of human needs for self-

realization, dignity, individual identity, and surrounding with a human scale.”99 

 Beyond the strategic imperatives of citizen participation, Seattle planners sought 

to alter the physical space of the Model Neighborhood so as to foster the sense of 
                                                
97 Aaron Dixon, interview by Janet Jones, Trevor Griffey, and Alex Morrow, 13 July 2005 and 2 May 
2005, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project. http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/aaron_dixon.htm 
98 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part III, L1. 
99 Seattle Model Cities Planning Application, 1967, RG 207, A1/97, Box 239, NARA, CP, Part III, L1. 
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community they assumed was absent from the area.  In paying attention to the “human 

scale” of urban design, they cited the need to “neighborhood nodes and focal points” 

which would encourage interaction and the “development of primary relationships.”   By 

altering the physical geography of the Model Neighborhood, they hoped to create a 

neighborhood or community identity.  This very much fit within the broader War on 

Poverty discourses that constructed both neighborhood and community as physically 

bounded and knowable spaces.  Proposals for the construction of community centers was 

coupled with a belief that a transformation of the physical layout of the neighborhood 

was also crucial to the central objective of building up the local capacities for productive 

citizenship.   

Fracturing the Narrative:  Black Power, Multiracial Solidarity, and Challenges to 
War on Poverty Orthodoxy 

 From the very beginning of the planning process, city officials were faced with 

the grim reality that its deployments of participation and inclusion would not pass 

through the targeted communities without resistance and alternative proposals.  The 

multiple challenges to Model Cities also exposed fissures within the Black community.  

In April 1968 an organization called the Negro Voter’s League (NVL) released their own 

proposal following the city’s submission.  In “Model Cities and You!” it criticized the 

city’s deployment of citizen participation.  In a formal protest of a January 15th proposal 

to the Regional Director of the Model Cities Program, Melvin Mogulof, the NVL charged 

the city’s application was in fact “not submitted to the community for approval.”  Some 

of the NVL’s primary objections regarded the language of the official proposal.  In it, the 

Mayor was granted “final authority” in the administration of the program.  In response, 
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the NVL demanded the “PEOPLE” should have final authority.  It further argued that the 

apparatus for citizen participation as it was currently constituted was unreflective of the 

demographics of the area.  Logically, it suggested that the areas most affected by the 

Model Cities Program should have the majority of representation.100 

The demands put forth by the NVL represented a clear articulation of the ways in 

which citizen participation and the politics of inclusion were highly contested and 

unstable terrains upon which multiple interests could make claims.  To push its point 

about the necessity of placing final authority in the hands of the target communities, it 

offered a detailed explanation of what community power and authority meant to its 

members.  First, it argued “full citizen participation” should not mean established groups 

and organizations—or those already vetted and granted legitimacy by city officials—

electing a single representative to speak for the community.  Rather the NVL demanded 

that elections be expanded to include representatives from the various neighborhoods 

configurations within the boundaries of the Model Neighborhood.  In order to achieve 

more genuine citizen participation, it developed a formula based on the ten elementary 

schools within the area and argued that communities within each of these neighborhoods 

should vote for ten representatives each.  This 100-person council would have full veto 

and recall power over the executive committee.101   

 These demands represented a clear repudiation of both the institutional definitions 

of meaningful citizen participation and of the institutional knowledges that produced the 

Model Neighborhood.  In this case, the NVL pointed clearly to the fact that local 
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knowledge of community and neighborhood was not accounted for in the mapping of the 

Seattle Model Neighborhood.  The NVL’s claim to local expertise and authority 

represented what Foucault called “subjugated knowledges.”  Although these regimes of 

knowledge could be disqualified as “naive or hierarchically inferior,” it was through their 

existence that critique was made possible.102  While city officials and Model Cities 

planners drew the boundaries of the Model Neighborhood to meet federal requirements 

and support its established narrative of race and urban space, the NVL’s exhortations 

made clear just how limited institutional knowledge was as it pertained to already 

existing bonds and affinities and how prepared already existing communities were to 

level critique and push for alternatives.  

 Beyond the specifics of citizen participation, other voices from the city’s Black 

community leveled critique against the entire logic of federal poverty programs and the 

Model Cities Program in particular.  An editorial in the weekly Black newspaper, The 

Afro-American Journal stated that too often programs aimed at “people in economic 

depression as Black people are,” amounted to nothing more than piecemeal efforts to 

“redecorate” neighborhoods.103  The Journal voiced perhaps the most consistent critique 

of the Model Cities Program, consistently labeling it a “hoax.”  Beginning in 1968, 

coinciding with the implementation of the program in the city, the Journal railed against 

what it referred to as the “poverty crap game,” in which wealthy and influential Blacks 

controlled poverty programs and actually worked against the poor.  Citing Walter 

Hundley’s decision to take on the “lucrative” position as head of the program as one 
                                                
102 Michel Foucault, “Society Must be Defended,” Lectures at the College de France, 1975-76 (New York:  
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103 “Model Cities Hoax,” The Afro-American Journal vol. 2, no. 2, 21 November 1968.  University of 
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example, the Journal argued that the basis from which the program’s leadership was 

chosen only reproduced the same inequalities of access and authority between the Black 

political establishment and the Model Neighborhood grassroots.104  The editorial staff 

wrote that the program needed to be destroyed—that it was incumbent upon the 

grassroots to “desecrate it with the head tom that leads it.”  Further, it was not simply the 

potential for political corruption or cronyism that came with giving local leaders power 

over appropriation of federal monies.  Rather the reason the program would fail was 

because the “theory [was] bad from its inception.”105  The Journal also wrote throughout 

the summer of 1968 that the MCP represented nothing more than a disciplinary tactic to 

“keep the summer cool” from urban riots.106   

 

Image 4.4:  Model Cities:  A Hoax.  Anti-Model Cities Journalism.107 
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Microfilm. 
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Outside of conflicts relating directly to War on Poverty governance, a multiracial 

collection of Model Neighborhood area youth found spaces for solidarity and 

oppositional political formations.  The city’s chapter of the Black Panther Party was 

founded in April 1968 when Bobby Seale appointed nineteen-year old Aaron Dixon to 

lead the first official chapter outside of Oakland.  The Panthers established the party 

headquarters on 34th Avenue and Union Street in the northeastern section of the Model 

Neighborhood.  Based on the shared experience of growing up in the Central District and 

International District areas, Black and Asian American young people organized together 

against racism and police violence.  Having grown up in the Central District, Mike 

Tagawa, who was on of two Japanese Americans in the party, joined in 1968.  Tagawa, 

along with Guy Kurose, joined the party with the encouragement of their former grade 

school classmate, chapter party minister, Bobby White.108  Tagawa said of growing up in 

in the Central District:  “It was all good.  We all got along.  I guess I kind of thought that 

it was kind of like that every place.”  Garfield High School in particular helped lay the 

seeds for multiracial activism in later years:  “it was almost like paradise because all the 

races got along.”  Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, Korean, Native American, and African 

American youths from the Central District, the Yesler-Terrace Housing Project that 

abutted the International District, Madrona, and Cherry Hill attended the high school.  

“We had everybody there.  It was good.  Everybody got along.  Garfield had that 

                                                
108 Somewhat ironically, Guy Kurose’s mother, Aki, was active in the Civil Rights Movement and was a 
strong proponent of non-violence and global pacifism.  She was also one of the founding organizers of the 
city’s Head Start program.  She has been memorialized in Seattle, with a school named in her honor, Aki 
Kurose Middle School in South Seattle.  The school’s mascot is a peace crane.  Mike Tagawa, interview by 
Janet Jones, 6 June 2005, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.    
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/tagawa.htm 
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spirit.”109  While for students, the experience of multiracial friendship and harmony at 

Garfield provided a context from which multiracial alliances could be forged in later 

years, the fact of the matter was that the school was overcrowded, underfunded, and 

staffed with teachers and administrators who did not represent the communities they were 

tasked to educate.  Or, as Black Panther party member Carl Miller declared at a Black 

Power rally at the school in December 1967:  Garfield is a “slum school.  Quit kidding 

yourselves.  They’ve been telling you Garfield’s great.  It isn’t.”110  Of the 1,285 students 

at the school in 1970, 80% were Black, 4% Asian, 1% Native American, and 15% 

White.111   

 
Image 4.5:  Black Panther Party Headquarters, Seattle.  Seattle Model Neighborhood with 
BPP Headquarters in the northeastern section. 
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Following his graduation in 1962, Tagawa joined the air force, and it was then 

that he saw first-hand the terrors of the Jim Crow regime in the South.  He said, “I wasn’t 

too hip politically,” but during training stops in Texas, Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida 

when he and the “Black brothers and sisters” went into town, they were faced with the 

reality of legalized racial segregation:  “It was really heavy down there.  And it bothered 

me a lot, because I came from Garfield; Garfield was good.”  Following his stops through 

the Deep South, Tagawa was assigned to Travis Air Force Base in Solano County, 

California.  It was then—in particular the time he spent in the Bay Area—that he started 

to “get a little more radicalized” and see that “war and racism” were inextricably linked.  

Upon his return to Seattle in 1968, and newly radicalized, he participated in various anti-

war and anti-racist actions before officially joining the Panther’s.  After seeing “50 or 60 

Black brothers and sisters in black leather, black pants, powder blue shirts, and berets,” 

going through a training exercise, and with the urging of his childhood friend, Tagawa 

joined Panthers.  He was drawn to the party because after having witnessed “all the 

brutality of the police” and the intransigence of White racism, he said “Hell yeah, I’m 

gonna join up with up with the brothers and get out there in the street with these guys.”112 

 During his time with the Panthers, Tagawa and other party members undertook a 

broad education campaign teaching and learning about the “wheres and whys of racism” 

and the importance of “serving the community.”  They also spent a great deal of time and 

energy “just getting out in the streets and patrolling in the Central Area” to establish a 

presence and to “police the police.”  And perhaps most damaging to the liberal consensus 
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espoused by city leaders, the Panther leadership made sure that by being an active 

presence in the city, the party demonstrated to African American residents in the Model 

Neighborhood area that “there was an alternative to just taking it from the system.  They 

could come to us and we would do whatever we could do.”  No incident revealed the 

clashing trajectories of War on Poverty governance and grassroots community power 

more than the incident at Rainier Beach High School discussed at the beginning of this 

chapter.  Whereas White Seattleites and city leaders voiced shock and concern that the 

Panthers—allegedly using a city-owned vehicle—would intervene in the “school’s 

business,” party members viewed the action as a necessary and justified response to a 

pattern of physical violence, harassment, and intimidation against Black students by the 

majority White student body and an administration who refused to “step in and stop the 

harassment and beating of the black brothers and sisters” at the school.  Angry mothers 

called Dixon and told him that White students had brought “bricks, and chains and 

knives” and the school “refused to do anything about it.”113  After the school’s failure to 

adequately protect its Black students, Nixon decided, “this is our time” to make a 

statement.114  According to Tagawa, “we grabbed our rifles and shotguns, and we went 

down there with three or four car loads and went right into the school and shut it down.”    

Seeing thirteen armed Panthers entering the school, the principle, Donald Means, 

attempted to run away, but they grabbed him then “sat him down, and he promised us 

from that point on” that he would protect the students and hold the White perpetrators 
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114 Aaron Dixon, interview by Janet Jones, Trevor Griffey, and Alex Morrow, 13 July 2005 and 2 May 
2005, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/aaron_dixon.htm 
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accountable.115  The action at Rainier Beach, and the image of thirteen armed Panthers 

being met at the school by a team of police officers received a lot of media coverage and 

was a transformational moment for the party.  It demonstrated to “a lot of people, the city 

of Seattle in general, the Puget Sound area in general, and especially the black 

community” that the Panthers offered an alternative to “being pacifist in your approach to 

racial equality” and that the community was going to defend itself with direct action.   

 

Image 4.6:  Seattle Black Panther Party Rally.  Mike Tagawa at a Black Panther Party 
rally at Garfield High School in 1969.116 
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In response to a growing chasm between the city’s Black Power activists and 

older, more conservative Asian Americans, the Black Panther Party and the Japanese 

American Citizens League co-sponsored a two and a half hour town hall style meeting on 

August 6th, 1969 at the St. Peter’s Episcopal Church in the heart of the Model 

Neighborhood area.  At the meeting, Miller apologized to Japanese and Chinese 

Americans whose businesses were vandalized during a series of small disturbances in 

August 1968.  He assured them though, that the Panthers were committed to fighting 

racial injustice throughout the city and argued that “Indians, Mexican Americans, 

American Puerto Ricans, Oriental Americans, and all impoverished people, regardless of 

color, were oppressed.”117   Conversely, a number of Nisei business owners charged that 

Japanese Americans were too often excluded from equivalent participation in the Model 

Cities Program in spite of the fact that many Asian residents suffered from the same 

conditions of poverty.  In spite of sometimes acrimonious debates, the meeting succeeded 

in creating alternative space for multiracial community formation and solidarity.  For 

example, Jim Takishi and Bernie Yang voiced their unabashed support for the 

predominately Black Central Contractors Association in its fight for equal wages and 

employment.  In addition, many claimed solidarity with the Black Panthers and 

community activism in all its iterations.118  Finally, in a statement that spoke to 

commonality of experience among the city’s racialized minority communities, the former 

president of the Jackson Street Community Council and co-organizer of the meeting Toru 

Sakahara said, “The difference between the concept of law and order as distinguished 
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from law and justice is not a semantic quibble.  Law can be enforced with understanding, 

sympathy and compassion without losing its efficacy.  In our day, harsh and insensitive 

justice can only sow the seeds of disaster.”119   

 In spite of the successful implementation of a wide range of programs in the city, 

by 1970 Model Cities planners had come to believe that a “leadership vacuum” in the 

Model Neighborhood remained unfilled.  The language planners used to describe the 

crisis of leadership reveals the divergent and opposing views of “proper” forms of 

political engagement coming from municipal officials and the community grassroots.  

City officials congratulated a small cadre of fledgling leaders whose participation in the 

Model Cities Program prepared them to work productively within municipal politics.  

However, they were still unable to corral the “rank-and-file,” many of whom held 

“polarizing viewpoints” that ran counter to War on Poverty orthodoxy.120  According to 

city officials, these dissenting voices in the Model Neighborhood failed to recognize the 

“diversity” of “community needs” that could be effectively dealt with the “progressive 

programs” planned through Model Cities.  It is revealing that city officials appropriated 

the language of “diversity” and “progressive” politics from the community grassroots.  

From the perspective of the city, the continued influence of the community grassroots and 

its multiplicity of identities and interests represented a crisis of leadership.  The Model 

Cities Program and much of the politics of inclusion emanating from the War on Poverty 

sought to absorb as much political anger and radicalism as it could into normative 
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performances of citizenship while simultaneously marginalizing existing alternative 

political formations as anti-progress and ineffective.   

 In response to the supposed failure of Model Neighborhood residents to fill the 

power vacuum, Seattle Model Cities leadership also shifted its rhetorical deployment of 

effective community action.  Called part of a natural evolution by program leaders, by the 

third year of the program in 1971 they tightened their definition of effective citizen 

participation to include only the so-called “dedicated cadre of Model Neighborhood 

residents,” as opposed to the “former shallow involvement of masses of people.”121  Here, 

we can see the ways in which deployments of the politics of inclusion shifted from the 

idealism of the Johnson era to a more circumscribed and limited form of participation 

under Nixon.  This “dedicated cadre” of Model Neighborhood residents juxtaposed 

against the “masses of people” previously imagined by early War on Poverty thinkers 

very much fit into the spirit of Nixon’s promotion of “Black Capitalism” and other 

reforms in urban policy that I will turn to in the following chapter. 

 But this absence of effective leadership would certainly have been a surprise to 

community leaders and active participants in civic life.  The Model Cities Program in 

Seattle, drawing from the national discourse that framed racial politics within a limited 

Black/White binary effectively erased community and neighborhood configurations that 

had existed in the city for years and continued to function outside the purview of the War 

on Poverty.  For example, Japanese American leaders, Hayasaka and the Reverend Mineo 

Katagiri demanded greater recognition of the city’s Asian American presence and in 

doing so, refused the erasure of alternative visions of community and leadership in War 
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on Poverty epistemology.  In the summer of 1969, Katagiri wrote to the board of the 

Human Rights Commission about the formation of the Asian Coalition for Equality 

(ACE).  The coalition, he wrote, wanted greater representation on the Human Rights 

Commission board of directors for the city’s “Chinese, Japanese or Filipino and/or 

persons of Indian or Mexican-American Ancestry.”122  He argued that convening a cadre 

of leadership “consisting of a representation from all minority groupings” would be far 

more effective and sensitive to the particular context of the city’s racial politics.   

 While the Model Cities Program foreclosed many possibilities for multiracial 

configurations of community, in November 1970, Seattle’s Asian and Black communities 

found alternative avenues for its expression.  That year, the Central Seattle Community 

Council, alongside the newly formed Asian Coalition for Equality and the Seattle Urban 

League founded the Coalition Against Discrimination (CAD) in order to “obtain a viable 

society, free from discrimination.”123  This coalition, made up of the members of the 

city’s Black and Asian communities—in a departure from participating in a 

circumscribed set of activities within War on Poverty programs—took on discriminatory 

practices in commercial establishments.  Of particular note, they demanded that the state 

of Washington stop granting liquor licenses to establishments that discriminated based on 

race.  This in and of itself is not particularly revealing; indeed activists throughout the 

nation sought to end these kinds of discriminatory practices.  What is notable however is 

that in framing this complaint, this multiracial coalition articulated a position about the 

kinds of community formations that were invisible to War on Poverty governance.  Their 
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first targets were the myriad fraternal organizations and clubs in and around Seattle.  

Clubs like the Elks regularly limited their membership to “male persons of the Caucasian 

or White race” and who were “not married to someone of other than the Caucasian or 

White race.”124  Beyond the explicit racial exclusion, the coalition posed a hypothetical 

that revealed just how damaging this could be to racialized minority communities in the 

city.  The Olympia Elks club in the state’s capital regularly granted passes to state 

legislatures.   Doing so, they argued could effectively create a new “public” space in 

which elected officials and their constituents could hold impromptu discussions and 

debates about politics and policy.  By being barred from this “public” non-White 

communities would be further “excluded from participating in the practices and policy-

making machinery of our society.”125 

 Beyond demanding an end to this form of discrimination and relatedly, inclusion 

in unofficial public spaces, the multiracial coalitions in the city were actively involved in 

fostering community spaces in which they could discuss and imagine alternatives that 

were foreclosed by War on Poverty orthodoxy.  Beginning in 1965 the Central Seattle 

Community Council and the Seattle Urban League started a monthly meeting and speaker 

series called the “Grass Roots Forum.”  Each month a panel of “experts” held a public 

discussion about a chosen issue, with members of the community participating in 

discussion at the end of the panel.  Unlike community meetings offered by the Model 

Cities Program, the purpose of the Grass Roots series was not immediate policy-making 

and implementation.  Rather the forums served as an inclusionary, multiracial, and 
                                                
124 Draft of Policy and Recommendations on Exclusionary Clubs, 9 October 1970.  Folder 4, Box 24, 
Central Seattle Community Council Federation Records, University of Washington Special Collections. 
125 Discrimination in Society, Coalition Against Discrimination Newsletter, 13 March 1971.  Folder 4, Box 
24, Central Seattle Community Council Federation Records, University of Washington Special Collections. 
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autonomous space in which the community decided for itself the issues it found pressing.  

By creating a space for creative and spontaneous engagement, Grass Roots offered 

alternatives to the often stifling political process, and represented what the historian 

Anthony Macias calls “multicultural urban civility.”126  Rather than operate under the 

standard of frenzied bureaucratic efficiency with its cutthroat competition, deadlines, and 

funding constraints and in which success and failure was measured strictly by legislation 

passed and government funds awarded, Grass Roots created space for alternative 

temporal rhythms and means of participation.   

 Topics of discussion included a panel entitled “Who Needs the Negro?” in 

January 1966.  The speakers, including the local African American community leader Lee 

Rowell and the University of Washington sociology professor Ronald Akers, discussed 

the devastating impact of historical and contemporary anti-Black racism and shifts in the 

post-war economy—including “cybernation and technologization”—had changed the 

status of Black workers from “exploited to useless.”127  Expanding on that point, Akers 

said, “If blacks are made useless in an automated economy, they are disappeared socially 

as well.  Dignity and hope are denied.”  This community-forum, while focused 

specifically on the Black condition, was an explicit disavowal of War on Poverty liberal 

governance that through the language of empowerment placed the burden of overcoming 

poverty on individuals rather than structures.  As I have argued throughout, the 

underlying assumption of this governmental rationality was that poverty was caused by 

personal or community failings, and thus through proper training and the promise of 
                                                
126 Anthony Macias, “Bringing Music to the People:  Race, Urban Culture, and Municipal Politics in 
Postwar Los Angeles,” American Quarterly 56, no. 3 (September 2004), 694. 
127 “Who Needs the Negro?,” Grass Roots Forum, 11 January 1966, CD 8a, Box 87.  Seattle Urban League 
Records, University of Washington Special Collections. 
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inclusion, individuals and communities could transcend their condition.  The “Who 

Needs the Negro?” Grass Roots forum gave voice to an alternative epistemology about 

poverty and its causes that was largely erased in War on Poverty discourse.   

 Beyond the problems of effective leadership the Seattle MCP also found itself 

struggling to stay afloat for reasons unforeseen at the outset of the program.  During the 

recession years of the early 1970s Seattle was especially hard hit due to its reliance on a 

thriving Boeing Company.  In the two and a half years between 1968 and 1971, Boeing 

reduced its workforce by over 50% from approximately 105,000 employees to less than 

45,000.  Of course, as Sanders has shown, very few Model Neighborhood residents 

actually benefited directly from the Boeing boom with actual employment in the 

company.  In spite of that, area residents still felt the effects of Boeing’s downswing and 

the general national recession.  One of the effects was demographic.  Thousands of 

families who moved to Seattle during the Boeing boom left with the bust.  Many were 

replaced in housing throughout the city and the Model Neighborhood by less affluent 

newcomers.  As of 1971, only 56% of the families in the Model Neighborhood lived in 

the same address as they had two and a half years earlier.  And of those living in the 

Model Neighborhood, 27% of them had only moved there from somewhere else in the 

city in the same two and a half year period.128   Further exacerbating the problem was the 

fact that the depressed economy brought with it a general conservatism of the city’s 

electorate and many programs intended to serve the Model Neighborhood were either 

rejected outright or faced a spending reduction.  For example, a transportation project that 

was listed as “expected” in the second year action plan and was expected to produce jobs 

                                                
128 Seattle Third Year Action Plan, 1971, RG 207, A1/R7, Box 240, NARA, CP. 
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and mobility for Model Neighborhood residents found itself in jeopardy only one year 

later.129   

 For all the praise Seattle’s leadership heaped on themselves and their city for its 

openness and harmony, throughout the actual implementation of the Model Cities 

Program, contradictions that threatened to destroy the narrative emerged time and time 

again.  In 1972 a large group of Mexican American activists, led by Roberto Maestas and 

Juan Jose Bocanegra, engaged in a sit-in at an abandoned elementary school in the 

Beacon Hill neighborhood in the Southeastern portion of the city.  Their demands 

included the construction of a Chicano Multi-Service Center that would serve the 

bilingual population they represented.  But according to Model Cities employee Thomas 

Cunningham, the actions of the activists were a misguided form of “ethnic self-isolation.”  

Rather than demand a segregated facility, he argued they should instead use the Southeast 

Model Cities Multi-Service Center.  He continued, citing the passage of the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act, Maestas and Bocanegra need to “wake up” and realize that their actions were 

something “90 years into the past” and that the Model Cities Program was open to all 

“ethnic groups who want to work towards a better community.”130  To Cunningham, the 

Model Cities Program represented the ideal of a just present and better future, and the 

“ethnic isolation” of the Chicano activists demanding separate facilities were 

anachronistic actions of a bygone era.  However, for Maestas and Bocanegra, the 

occupation of the school and demand for a Chicano community space was very much in 

line with the broad scope of the city’s multiracial civil rights activism.  Maestas, drawing 

                                                
129 Seattle Third Year Action Plan, 1971, RG 207, A1/R7, Box 240, NARA, CP. 
130 Southeast Branch Office, Seattle Model Cities Program Weekly Report, 12 October 1972, Seattle 
Municipal Archive, 5202-01, 1/1. 
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from his work with Black and Asian activists throughout the 1950s and 1960s, saw the 

fight in Beacon Hill through this lens.  He said, “we were all trying to do the same thing; 

trying to rescue our communities from misery, and retchedness, and despair.”  Within this 

interconnected, multiracial milieu, Maestas and activists from the Black and Asian 

communities agreed that “we can’t let these influential and powerful organizations that 

are controlled by white people to divide us to fight for the crumbs.”  Rather, they 

articulated a sense of “we” in response to the city’s efforts to divide them across racial 

and ethnic lines.131  Like the demonization of radical activists throughout the city, the 

supposed successes of inclusion of racialized minority communities in Model Cities 

created the governmental context on which this form of direct action by the Chicano 

activists could be disparaged as outside the bounds of effective political participation. 

 That same year, a Filipino priest named Jose Aspiras voiced a similar critique as 

Maestas and Bocanegra by demanded the Model Cities Program more effectively reflect 

the racial and ethnic composition unique to the city.  Aspiras applied directly to Model 

Cities director Walter Hundley multiple times offering his services to the program, but 

was rebuffed.  While he supported the goals of “socio-economic uplift” for the residents 

of the Model Neighborhood, he noted that there existed in the target area communities 

and groups who were made largely invisible by Model Cities racial discourse.  Pointing 

to his decades-long service and “obsession” with community uplift in the Philippines and 

Seattle, Aspiras offered to use his dedicated experience to work with the city’s “Asian-

Americans [and] Latin-Americans.”132  While Aspiras was not offered a position in the 

                                                
131 Roberto Maestas, interview by Trevor Griffey, 22 February 2005, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History 
Project.  http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/maestas.htm 
132 Jose Aspiras to Walter Hundley, 6 June 1972, Seattle Municipal Archive, 5402-01, 1/8. 
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Model Cities Program, he challenged the prevailing War on Poverty discourse that could 

not or would not recognize a racial politics that existed outside the Black/White binary.   

 The narrative of effective citizen participation could also be appropriated by 

community members to make demands on the program and articulate forms of 

community control.  In the early 1970s, citizen participation groups in the SMCP began a 

project they called “citizen monitoring” in which they monitored the enactment of Model 

Cities programs to make sure projects were fulfilling the terms put forth in their 

contracts, give voice to the opinions of residents about the delivery of services, and to 

make sure the needs of the community were being met.  From the perspective of Model 

Cities leadership, citizen monitoring had the potential to positively contribute to the 

program as a way to expand the scope of citizen participation.  But, this was only true if 

monitors acted in the proper “spirit of cooperation.”133  Pat Emerson, the former president 

of the Seattle League of Women Voters said the citizen monitoring was a necessary and 

potentially effective form of citizen participation.  In Emerson’s estimation though, 

citizen participation meant “citizen power—and that is what scares people.”  She 

continued, that when citizen participation meant “power in the hands of the have nots—

the Blacks, Mexican-Americans, Puerto Ricans, Indians, Eskimos, poor white—you are 

talking about a redistribution which means a loss of power in the hands of the haves.”134  

For too long, she argued citizen participation in the Model Cities Program had mostly 

fallen into the either tokenism or manipulation and non-participation, but citizen 

                                                
133 Monitoring Training Workshop, 29 April 1972, Seattle Municipal Archive, 5402-01, 2/33. 
134 Monitoring Training Workshop, 29 April 1972, Seattle Municipal Archive, 5402-01, 2/33. 
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monitoring had the potential to place meaningful power in the hands of individual 

residents and communities.   

 While not operating outside or in direct opposition to mainstream political 

practice, citizen monitoring is revealing for the ways in which even under conditions of 

absorption, there still did exist the possibilities for community power.  Using the space 

created by the politics of inclusion and even working explicitly within the programmatic 

bounds of the program had the potential for alternative forms of political participation.  

As shown in previous chapters, one of the ways that the Model Cities Program functioned 

as a strategy of governance was in its ability to use the promise of citizen participation as 

a form of surveillance on those who did not properly act within the bounds put forth by 

the program.  This reverse-surveillance offered residents space to turn the logic of citizen 

participation on its head and engage in forms of political action that when within the 

bounds of the Model Cities Program were coded as nonnormative and overly radical.  

One only needs to recall the kinds of panic that accompanied the police surveillance 

activities of the Black Panther Party and other radical organizations in Oakland and 

elsewhere.   

… 

 In a 2005 interview former mayor Wes Uhlman reflected on the successes of the 

city’s Model Cities Program.  In describing the program, Uhlman drew from the same 

exceptionalist narratives that municipal leaders and program coordinators espoused 

during the implementation of the program.  Particularly notable, however, is Uhlman’s 

reasoning for SMCP’s relative success.  Rather than give himself and his administration 

all the credit for successfully implementing the program, he pointed to Seattle’s relatively 
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harmonious race relations and congratulated the Model Neighborhood community 

organizations for successfully and appropriately working with city officials.  “In many 

cities the community groups were very venal,” according to Uhlman.135  In particular, the 

mayor credited Walter Hundley and his “integrity” and his strong stance against the more 

“radical” or “venal” activists in the Model Neighborhood for making the program so 

successful relative to other cities across the country.  What Ullman seemed to forget 

however, was that those supposedly “venal” forces who refused to be contained by the 

limits established by Model Cities planning were also active in Seattle.  They worked 

tirelessly to hold the city accountable and exploded the narrative of exceptionalism that 

demonized and erased their presence.   

 However, in many ways Ullman was right; the program was successful in the city.  

It was successful in implementing the liberal governmentality that undergirded the entire 

War on Poverty apparatus.  Because of its ability to construct a narrative of exceptionality 

and harmony, Seattle’s Model Cities Program successfully empowered and enlisted the 

participation of a “dedicated cadre” of leadership in the Model Neighborhood.  It drew 

from a history of multiracial cooperation at the municipal level to fashion a program that 

could effectively continue in that tradition. Finally, the idealism of city leaders to confirm 

Seattle’s exceptional status may have succeeded in averting a complete dissolution of the 

city’s liberal consensus.  In February 1970, Ulhman prevented a potentially explosive 

situation between the Black Panther Party and the federal government.136  That month the 

                                                
135 Wes Uhlman Interview, 28 August 2005.  Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/uhlman.htm 
136 Philip Foner, “Introduction,” in The Black Panthers Speak: The Manifesto of the Party, ed. Philip Foner 
(Philadelphia:  Lippincott, 1970), xxvi.  See also, Wes Uhlman Interview, 28 August 2005.  Seattle Civil 
Rights and Labor History Project. http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/uhlman.htm 
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city’s chief of police Frank Moore advised Ullman that the federal Justice Department’s 

ATF division wanted to conduct an assault on the party’s headquarters.  Knowing the 

disastrous consequences of raids in Chicago, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles where party 

leaders were murdered by federal authorities and the police, Moore and Uhlman chose 

not to move forward, because as he said, “Seattle was different.”137  However, the Justice 

Department, no doubt buoyed by the political capital the Nixon administration gained for 

earlier raids, refused Uhlman’s entreaties to do nothing.  One federal official told Ulhman 

that they planned to go forward with the raid anyway, and the mayor responded:  “If there 

is violence, the Seattle Police Department will respond as is our duty, and we’ll determine 

when we arrive as to who the aggressors are.”  In the end, the potential crisis was averted.  

Aaron Dixon concurred saying that Uhlman stopped federal officials “dead in their 

tracks” before they could begin their assault on the party headquarters because he 

recognized and appreciated how established the Panthers were in the Seattle 

community.138     

 Unfortunately, this did not lead to the eradication of urban poverty in the city.  But 

by calling the program successful, that is not the argument I am making.  Rather, Seattle 

perhaps represented the ideal implementation of citizen participation in the eyes of 

federal planners.  As I turn to the next chapter, I inquire into the ways in which the era of 

Nixon—conventionally described a conservative retreat into “law and order” politics—

continued the goals and aspirations of the War on Poverty.  Indeed, “citizen participation” 

                                                
137 Wes Uhlman Interview, 28 August 2005.  Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/uhlman.htm 
138 Aaron Dixon, interview by Janet Jones, Trevor Griffey, and Alex Morrow, 13 July 2005 and 2 May 
2005, Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project.  http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/aaron_dixon.htm 
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was here to stay.  Yet, the state’s understanding of it and its deployment underwent 

changes that shaped the age of neoliberalism.
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Chapter 5: 
“People who own their homes don’t burn down their neighborhoods”:  Richard 

Nixon and the Economicization of the War on Poverty 
 

 In September 1969, Ebony Magazine reported that a group of journalists and 

government officials were touring the nation’s “ghettos” in to “acquaint themselves with 

the needs of black America.”1 This new iteration of the Ghetto Visits was sponsored by 

the Urban League, included Nixon administration officials like Daniel Patrick Moynihan 

would had been recently appointed to the White House staff as Counsel to the President 

on urban affairs, and 15 journalists who moved through 7 cities (Cleveland, Detroit, 

Chicago, San Francisco, Oakland, Los Angeles, and Atlanta) over 6 days, and ended with 

a meeting in Washington with Nixon and his administration officials.  During the tours, 

the primarily White journalists met with Black community leaders and residents and 

reported what they found.  According to Peter Bailey, who wrote about the tours for 

Ebony Magazine, the journalists seized on three primary issues:  police-community 

relations, demands for community control of poverty programs, and complaints over the 

broken promises of urban renewal and the Model Cities Program.2  That these three 

issues of conflict were central in the minds of Black urban communities should have 

surprised no one.  As I have argued throughout this dissertation, tensions between 

communities and the police, contests over the degree to which citizen participation meant 

community control over programs, and the failures of federal policy were at the core of 

debates and conflicts between government officials and the urban grassroots throughout 

the nation.
                                                
1 Peter Bailey, “Urban League Conducts a Guided Tour:  White Writers Get First-Hand View of Nation’s 
Ghetto Life,” Ebony Magazine 24, 11 (September 1969), 49. 
2 Peter Bailey, “Urban League Conducts a Guided Tour:  White Writers Get First-Hand View of Nation’s 
Ghetto Life,” Ebony Magazine 24, 11 (September 1969). 
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However, as I will argue in this chapter, during the presidency of Richard Nixon 

and his policies of New Federalism, the federal government attacked these familiar 

problems that borrowed from Johnson-era policies but also diverged from them in 

important ways.  Whereas the early years of the War on Poverty and the Model Cities 

Program focused on service-delivery and training programs, Nixon shifted the priorities 

of citizen participation toward economic and entrepreneurial development.  As the 

historian Bruce Schulman argues, the 1970s ushered in an era in which Americans 

developed an “unusual faith in the market” and turned to “business rather than 

government to provide essential services.”1  In what I call the “economicization” of the 

War on Poverty, the Nixon administration shifted resources away from service delivery 

and toward economic development programs including the Community Development 

Corporations (CDCs), the Office of Minority Business Enterprise (OMBE), and other 

programs meant to improve the lives of the urban poor through economic development.  

Rather than accept the standard narrative that marks Nixon’s ascension as a complete 

rupture from the age of liberalism, a more productive approach considers the ways that 

liberalism and its attendant interventions into the social, cultural, and economic life of 

Americans shifted and adapted themselves to new political realities.  While shifting the 

responsibilities of participation away from community leadership and cultural training, 

the new approach valued a new kind of normative citizen, one with entrepreneurial 

aptitude who embraced the logics of the capitalist marketplace.  This shift was a logical 

outcome of War on Poverty rationalities that valued citizens and community leaders who 

                                                
1 Bruce Schulman, The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York:  
The Free Press, 2001), xv. 
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practiced “competence” and showed increased “capabilities” and “individual initiative” 

in order to lift themselves and their communities from the pathologies of poverty.  These 

very same descriptions aptly described the shift toward economic development at the end 

of the 1960s and into the early 1970s.  Only now, the existing governmental definition of 

the competent and capable competent and capable subject shifted to the capitalist 

marketplace. 

 Taking this orientational shift as a starting point, in this chapter I explore the ways 

in which the War on Poverty and the Model Cities Program were put into practice during 

the Nixon administration.  I begin with a discussion that seeks to recontextualize the 

Nixon presidency.  Scholarship of this era tends to draw a sharp demarcation between the 

long age of liberalism from the New Deal to the Great Society and the conservative 

ascendancy that began with Nixon.  Under this standard narrative, the rise of Law and 

Order politics under Nixon represented the start of a new era; one characterized by the 

assault on public services, the rise of mass incarceration and the War on Drugs, and the 

rise of modern conservatism.  There is of course truth to this rendering.  The urban 

insurrections of 1967 and 1968, although not leading the complete break with War on 

Poverty liberalism as many have suggested, did ring large in political discourse.  To cite 

one example, a memorandum to the Urban Affairs Council, Romney suggested that the 

“civil disturbances” laid bare the essential truth that problems in American cities had only 

increased since the advent of the War on Poverty.2  Law and order rhetoric also rose to 

prominence following the famous protests at the Democratic National Convention in 

                                                
2 “Briefing to the Urban Affairs Council on Model Cities,” 27 February 1970, WHCF-FG 6-12, Box 3, 
Richard Nixon Library. 
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Chicago, to which the city’s mayor Richard Daley promised, “there is going to be law 

and order in Chicago.”3  Yet, once elected, the Nixon administration’s urban policies 

continued many of the liberal experiments of the War on Poverty.   

 Next, I turn to the Model Cities Program and argue that the Nixon administration 

redrew the discursive boundaries of normative citizenship in ways that further 

marginalized “political” and “radical” formations.  In their stead, officials promoted a 

new ideal of participatory citizenship that was based on entrepreneurial aptitude and 

middle-class orientation.  Following on the heels of the urban insurrections of 1967 and 

1968, the Nixon administration moved forcefully to punish and isolate urban radicalism 

and create opportunities for a new cadre of community leadership that could solve the 

problems of poverty through business development and success in the capitalist 

marketplace.  Finally, I turn to the government’s deployment of Black Capitalism as its 

central strategy of managing social crisis and alleviating urban poverty.  I argue that in 

abandoning the Community Action Program and embracing Black Capitalism and 

entrepreneurship, the Nixon administration expanded notions of the “community” to 

include institutions as well business and professional organizations.  This expansion of 

the boundaries of community had the paradoxical effect of further marginalizing 

grassroots community power.  Including business and middle-class professional 

organizations under the category of community reflected a dual process:  the 

“economicization” of anti-poverty policy and the weakening of grassroots community 

authority.  

                                                
3 Bruce Schulman, The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York:  
The Free Press, 2001), 12. 
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 I argue that the programmatic shifts of the Model Cities Program and the fight 

against urban poverty represented an incipient neoliberal logic that would soon come to 

dominate global political economy.  The political theorist David Harvey in his study of 

the rise of neoliberalism calls it a “theory of political economic practices that proposes 

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms 

and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property 

rights, free markets, and free trade.”4  I examine the ways in which the state—at the 

federal and local level—shifted the discourse of the causes and solutions of poverty away 

from service-delivery and cultural programs toward entrepreneurial and market-based 

community development.  Scholars across the humanities and social sciences concur with 

Harvey’s definition for the most part and argue that neoliberalism represents a 

“disciplinary political authority that enforces market rule over over an ever wider range 

of social relations.”5   

 According the political theorist Wendy Brown, neoliberalism represents not only a 

discourse of the supremacy of the market, but is also a governmentality of its own; a 

“mode of governance encompassing but not limited to the state, and one which produces 

subjects, forms of citizenship and behavior, and a new organization of the social.”6  

Neoliberal rationality “relieves the discrepancy between economic and moral”—and I 

would add political—“behavior by configuring morality as a matter of rational 
                                                
4 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2005), 2. 
5 Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore, “Cities and the Geographies of ‘Actually Existing Neoliberalism,’” in 
Spaces of Neoliberalism:  Urban Restructuring in North America and Western Europe ed. Neil Brenner 
and Nik Theodore (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 14.  See also Thomas Lemke, "The birth of bio-
politics: Michael Foucault’s lectures at the College de France on neo-liberal governmentality," Economy 
and Society 30, no. 2 (2001); Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality:  Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics and 
the Attack on Democracy (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2002); Wendy Brown, “Neoliberalism and the End of 
Liberal Democracy,” Theory and Event 7, no. 1 (2003); 
6 Wendy Brown, “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy,” Theory and Event 7, no. 1 (2003), 2. 
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deliberation about costs, benefits, and consequences.”7  This is a critical insight.  As 

Brown argues, this neoliberal rationality “carries responsibility of the self to new heights:  

the rationally calculating individual bears the full responsibility of the consequences of 

his or her action no matter how severe the constraints” facing the individual, whether 

they be structural or not.8  This marked a clear departure from early War on Poverty 

planning.  Indeed, as historians and contemporaneous accounts have shown, the 

government’s focus on poverty in the early 1960s was precipitated in part, by the ethical 

and moral outrage many Americans felt after reading Michael Harrington’s The Other 

America in 1962.9  The shift towards neoliberal governance had critical implications for 

the fate of the (often) multiracial community configurations that organized and demanded 

recognition and authority at the end of the 1960s.  The real tragedy according to the 

historian Robin Kelley is that “at the very moment when a multiracial democracy, based 

on the universal franchise is actually achieved, the US expands its empire and the 

neoliberal order is ascendant.”10  While discussions of neoliberalism inevitably focus on 

the privileging of the capitalist market place to mediate social, economic, and cultural 

problems, it is also important to consider the role the state plays in creating and 

maintaining these conditions.   

 Federal and local administrators believed that economic development would ease 

the fiscal burden of urban poverty spending by training and molding entrepreneurial 

                                                
7 Wendy Brown, “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy,” Theory and Event 7, no. 1 (2003), 15. 
8 Wendy Brown, “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy,” Theory and Event 7, no. 1 (2003), 15. 
9 Kazuyo Tsuchiya, Reinventing Citizenship:  Black Los Angeles, Korean Kawasaki, and Community 
Participation (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 16-17. 
10 Robin D.G. Kelley, “Toward a Decolonial Democracy?:  Cold War, Neoliberal Violence and the 
Struggle to End War (lecture, “Mike Brown’s Body:  Meditations on Race, War and Democracy,” Toni 
Morrison Lecture, Princeton University, 15 April 2015). 
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subjects who increased capital accumulation and business development on their own.  

Further, and most critically, the moral and political implications of expanding freedom 

and individual justice were recast and interpellated into market rationalities.11  That is to 

say, under the neoliberalization of poverty the government shunted aside a full reckoning 

of American society’s complicity in the racial and economic inequalities that produced 

poverty and its own responsibility for redress.  Instead freedom and justice were 

redefined as part and parcel with citizens’ rights and duties to participate and succeed in 

the capitalist marketplace to lift themselves out of poverty. So pervasive is neoliberalism 

in our current moment, Harvey argues, that it has become “common-sense.”12  Yet this 

common sense—or hegemony—is not ahistorical and a priori.  It has a history; a history 

that was uneven, contentious, and not at all inevitable.  Through my exploration of the 

Community Development Corporations, the “economicization” of the War on Poverty, 

and the various other community and economic development initiatives in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, I chart some of this early history of ascendant neoliberal urban 

governance.   

 Finally, it should be noted as well that throughout the early 1970s, Nixon did 

make some compromises with liberals in Congress and society by implementing public 

sector jobs programs.  Much of the criticism of the Community Action Program and the 

Model Cities Program had to do with their failure to produce the tangible benefits and 

security of regular employment.  In the early planning stages of his administration’s 

domestic programs, Nixon’s Secretary of Labor George Schultz proposed the Jobs 

                                                
11 Wendy Brown, “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy,” Theory and Event 7, no. 1 (2003), 
40. 
12 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2005), 3. 
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Opportunities in the Public Sector (JOPS) program.  While the nation was faced with 

economic decline and increasing inflation, Schultz advocated for a program that would 

offer government subsidies to “hospitals, local recreational facilities and similar agencies 

to train and hire additional workers” in public-sector jobs, because they were not subject 

to the same economic fluctuations as the private market.13  The employment and training 

goals of JOPS represented a kind of middle ground between the training and cultural 

focus of Johnson’s War on Poverty and the capitalistic, ascendant neoliberal regime that 

marked much of the post-Johnson era by focusing on actual job creation and hiring but 

limiting it to the public sector.  Schultz was so confident in the potential of JOPS that 

many in the Nixon administration believed he wanted it to replace the Model Cities 

Program as the nation’s foremost urban poverty program.14 

In addition to JOPS, Nixon’s attempts to find a middle ground between liberal 

pressures and ascendant neoliberal rationality were reflected in his 1973 Comprehensive 

Employment and Training Act (CETA).  Responding to demands from liberals that the 

urban poor needed jobs and conservative aversions to government spending, with CETA 

Nixon searched for a compromise. Like JOPS, CETA provided public sector jobs for 

chronically underemployed urban residents.15  At its height, CETA placed over 700,000 

people in public sector.  In some ways JOPS and CETA were inherently paradoxical to 

the dominant rationalities of the era.  Indeed, they both bypassed the market and 

increased government spending.  However, as the historian Frank Stricker argues, the 

jobs provided by CETA were never meant to be permanent.  Rather, they were meant to 
                                                
13 “What Nixon Plans to Do,” Newsweek, 1969, RG 381, 44/A1, Box 520, NARA, CP. 
14 “What Nixon Plans to Do,” Newsweek, 1969, RG 381, 44/A1, Box 520, NARA, CP. 
15 Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 134. 
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provide the necessary training and experience needed for regular employment free of 

government intervention.16  In this way, they were part and parcel with the overall 

economic and neoliberal goals of the Nixon administration’s approach to poverty. 

Law and Order or Liberal Inclusion? 

 The election of Richard Nixon and his promises of “law and order” and loyalty to 

the nation’s White “silent majority” has marked for many a critical shift in the history of 

poverty policy in America.17 Scholars writing about the rise of “law and order” politics 

and the broader conservative revolution often cite a set of burgeoning conservative 

beliefs about the failures of Great Society liberalism.  According to the historian Michael 

Flamm, these included the belief that the Civil Rights Movement had legitimized civil 

disobedience to such a degree that law-breaking activities had become acceptable forms 

of political expression and that the Johnson administration had actually rewarded the so-

called “criminal elements” of urban communities who participated in urban riots.18  There 

is some truth to this narrative, but in this chapter I explore the ways that this period might 

also be understood as a continuation of the overall rationalities of governance that 

characterized the War on Poverty.19  First, it should be noted that under Nixon, federal 

                                                
16 Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 135. 
17 The Silent Majority referred to a strategic bloc of voters—White working class voters who were angered 
by what they believed to be excessive deference to Black needs—Nixon and his advisors courted in 1968.  
This group of voters has come to be vitally important for the Republican party.  See Lisa McGirr, Suburban 
Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001); Bruce 
Schulman, The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York:  The 
Free Press, 2001); Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy 
(Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2004), 9; Daniel Martinez HoSang, Racial Propositions:  Ballot 
Initiatives and the Making of Postwar California (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010). 
18 Michael Flamm, Law and Order:  Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and The Crisis of Liberalism in the 1960s 
(New York:  Columbia University Press, 2005), 3. 
19 This question—whether Nixon was the “last of the liberals” or the “first of the conservatives”—has 
received some scholarly attention in recent years.  See for example Bruce Schulman, The Seventies:  The 
Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York:  The Free Press, 2001), 25. 
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grant assistance into urban areas continued to increase from $3.9 billion in 1961 to $18.7 

billion in 1971.20  Throughout the 1970s—even as the federal government discontinued 

many of the landmarks of the War on Poverty, including the Community Action 

Program—it continued to allocate funds for the eradication of poverty.  In 1973, the same 

year it disbanded OEO and turned over some of its programs into other departments, the 

government allocated $330 million for social programs.  By 1975 it further increased 

funding by an additional 12.5% over 1973 levels.21   

 One of the ultimate legacies of twentieth century liberalism from the New Deal to 

the Great Society was that it codified consensus about the role the federal government 

could and should play in the lives of Americans.  Certainly conservatives and liberals 

differed in the scope of federal intervention, but as the Nixon advisor Leonard Garment 

noted in 1971, despite the growing “conservative philosophy” of many Americans, they 

had come to expect “liberal” benefits like health care, social security, economic security, 

better housing, and the like.22  Despite contemporaneous conservative rhetoric about the 

failures of the War on Poverty and a supposed shift to law and order governance, federal 

outlays towards anti-poverty initiatives actually increased throughout the early 1970s.   

Nixon also advocated for a guaranteed national income, proposed national health 

insurance, and sought to make food stamps more accessible.  Indeed in recent years 

scholars have begun to point to the ways in which Nixon expanded liberal domestic 

programs and was not the opening act of the conservative revolution that reached its 

                                                
20 “Briefing to the Urban Affairs Council on Model Cities,” 27 February 1970, WHCF-FG 6-12, Box 3, 
Richard Nixon Library. 
21 Statement by Alvin Arnett Before the Subcommittee on Equal Opportunities of the House Committee on 
Education and Labor, 5 February 1974, WHCF-WE, Box 53, Richard Nixon Library. 
22 Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the Quest for a New Majority (Chapel Hill:  University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004), 56. 
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apogee with the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980.23  This is not to say that the policies 

of the Johnson era continued unabated into and through the early 1970s.  Model Cites 

Program funding for the 1970 fiscal year was cut from the planned $750 million under 

Johnson to $675 million under Nixon.24  In spite of this, as some scholars have argued, 

the Nixon era represented the peak of what came to be called “community 

development”—the array of programs aimed at ameliorating urban poverty and its 

supposed cultural effects through economic revitalization.25   

 At the center of New Federalism were two important changes that reflected the 

ways that the post-Johnson era was not a complete repudiation of liberalism but rather 

part of the nascent neoliberal paradigm that marks our current moment.  The first was the 

Family Assistance Plan (FAP), which he announced in 1969 that was hailed as a critical 

piece of welfare reform.  On the one hand, FAP established national welfare standards by 

providing a guaranteed annual income of $1,600 for a family of four.26  But it was made 

more palatable to conservatives by instituting work requirements.  Because of partisan 

sniping and intraparty divisions among Democrats, some of whom believed the $1,600 

outlay was far too low to significantly address the problems of poverty and joblessness, 

                                                
23 Michael K. Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 
1999), 295; Bruce Schulman, The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics 
(New York:  The Free Press, 2001), 25. 
24 “Romney Lists Policy Shifts in Model Cities Program,” by James Welsh, The Evening Star, 29 April 
1969, WHCF-SMOF, Box 72, Richard Nixon Library. 
25 Sue Marshall and David H. Swinton, “Federal Government Policy in Black Community Revitalization,” 
in The State of the Black Economy:  Issues in Community Revitalization ed. Lloyd Hogan (New Brunswick:  
Transaction Books, 1980), 12. 
26 Bruce Schulman, The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York:  
The Free Press, 2001), 32; Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the Quest for a New Majority (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 58; Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And 
How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 122-123. 
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the FAP was defeated in Congress.27  Nevertheless, it still serves as evidence that Nixon 

did not abandon wholesale federal spending for domestic social welfare as the standard 

narrative would suggest.  Further, the FAP revealed the shifting logics of poverty 

governmentality.  By providing direct funding—with work requirements—it would 

shrink the scope of federal authority and most importantly to conservatives, eliminate the 

need for the Community Action Program, with its reputation as a haven for radicalism.  

Under Nixon then, welfare spending increased from the previous era, and borrowed from 

the governmental rationalities of Great Society liberalism by placing the burden on 

individuals and communities to overcome their own conditions of poverty; in effect to 

become allies in anti-poverty governance.   

 The other keystone of New Federalism was the introduction of general revenue 

sharing at the expense of categorical grants.  Federal spending for domestic social and 

economic programs increased under Nixon but under revenue sharing, power was 

redistributed toward local and municipal centers of power.  Under this new regime, the 

government proposed to replace 129 categorical grant programs—fully one-third of all 

federal programs—with $11 billion in block grants in which states and localities would 

be given more freedom and authority to determine the most urgent needs in their 

communities.28  Also, revenue sharing promised minimal specific conditions for the 

receipt of funding streams.29  State and city governments were no longer beholden to 

                                                
27 See Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University 
of North Carolina Press), 120-129. 
28 Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the Quest for a New Majority (Chapel Hill:  University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004), 123; Bruce Schulman, The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, 
and Politics (New York:  The Free Press, 2001), 26. 
29 Michael Rich, “Targeting Federal Grants:  The Community Development Experience, 1950-1986,” 
Publius 21, no. 1 (Winter 1991), 40. 
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community power in any legal way.30  In short, general revenue sharing made possible a 

shift away from targeting urban, largely racialized minority neighborhoods—which 

conservatives complained were being unfairly rewarded for radical identity politics—and 

towards the broader metropolitan area, which could include suburbs as well as cities and 

rural areas.  Further confirming his commitment to liberal domestic policy, in 1971 Nixon 

identified as a “Keynesian in economics” and proposed broad spending increases for the 

1972 fiscal year to deal with the problems of unemployment, which would create a 

projected deficit of $11.6 billion.31 

The Model Cities Program and New Federalism and the Shifting Boundaries of 
Citizen Participation 

 Nixon’s engagement with the Model Cities Program also ushered in a shift in the 

sites of governmental intervention.  While early War on Poverty and Model Cities 

planning documents constantly referenced the need to improve the “capacities” and 

“capabilities” of individual residents and communities, under Nixon’s New Federalism, 

the very same language—capacities and capabilities—shifted to state and local 

governments.  In a set of Model Cities proposals prepared at the beginning of Nixon’s 

presidency, Assistant Secretary of the Model Cities program Floyd Hyde argued that the 

primary objective of the program was to “build the capacity of cities (and state 

government) to deal with their own urban problems.”32 

                                                
30 See also, Michael K. Brown who argues that the shift to general revenue sharing reduced “the role of 
played by local program constituencies” in the allocation of poverty funds.  Michael K. Brown, Race, 
Money, and the American Welfare State (Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1999), 305. 
31 Robert Mason, Richard Nixon and the Quest for a New Majority (Chapel Hill:  University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004), 122. 
32 Improved Management of the Model Cities Program, ND, RG 207, 88/A1, Box 9, NARA, CP. 
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On the surface of it, this appears to be paradoxical.  Activating the capacities of 

individuals and communities to transform themselves into self-sufficient economic and 

political subjects who uplifted themselves through entrepreneurial activity in the 

capitalist market was at the center of this incipient neoliberalism.  Why then would the 

era of Nixon pay so much attention to the state and local government capacity over 

individuals?  Part of the reason is that Nixon was constrained by partisan and ideological 

debates at the national level.  Modern conservatism, beginning with Barry Goldwater’s 

failed presidential run in 1964, articulated a strict aversion to the scope and influence of 

the federal government to solve economic and social problems.  As a corollary, 

conservatives sought to return political power and authority to the local level.  That, 

coupled with the era’s shift toward economic community development—and its 

celebration of individual initiative in market capitalism—fit neatly with the ideals of the 

ascendant Republican party.  Yet, this did not at all mean that the broad strategies of 

liberal governance—the cultivation of individual and community capacities to overcome 

poverty—were abandoned wholesale.  Rather, the shift to localism served both the goals 

of national conservative politics and liberal governance.  Shifting federal authority to 

localities weakened what conservatives had come to believe was a bloated federal 

apparatus that ignored the needs of Nixon’s “Silent Majority” while at the same time 

building cooperative relationships between aggrieved racialized urban communities and 

their local governments.   

 As the circumstances and conflicts in Oakland illuminated, perhaps the most 

singular conflict in the Model Cities Program was between neighborhood organizations 

and mayors over who held ultimate authority over the program and neighborhood 
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rehabilitation.  The programmatic shifts under Nixon made clear the mayor’s office had 

final authority over the planning and implementation, and that the mayor and “the local 

governing body” had the “early, continuous, and ultimate responsibility for the 

development, implementation, and performance of the Model Cities Program.”33  Not 

only did this confirm mayoral and city authority and accountability for poverty programs, 

but it also further limited the possibilities for grassroots community power.  It may seem 

as though the consolidation of mayoral power represented final and fatal blow to genuine 

grassroots citizen and community power, but as I have demonstrated, the state’s 

construction of normative political subjectivity always limited the possibilities for 

alternative and oppositional political formations.  This linear narrative of declension is 

too simple and does not allow for a close consideration of the ways in which citizen 

participation remained the primary terrain of struggle in urban policy.  Rather than 

explore this moment as the end of the state’s experiments in citizen participation, I 

instead point to the ways that it continued to define and establish the contours of 

normative political subjects under the aegis of empowerment.  Since total community 

control and autonomy in the War on Poverty was never the intention of federal planners, 

a more productive analysis asks what kind of political subject became the normative ideal 

under Nixon’s New Federalism?  And in what ways did that depart from and continue the 

governmental logics of the previous administration?  And finally, in what ways did the 

new citizen participation mandate create space for the expression of radical or 

oppositional politics from the urban grassroots?  

                                                
33 “Briefing to the Urban Affairs Council on Model Cities,” 27 February 1970, WHCF-FG 6-12, Box 3, 
Richard Nixon Library. 
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 Model Cities administrators themselves saw this new political milieu as the 

logical continuation of the citizen participation.  The governmental imperative to train 

residents and communities in distressed urban neighborhoods represented only half the 

overall goals of the program.  The other side of improving the “capacity and competence” 

of the urban poor was to shift responsibility away from political officials and to empower 

individual residents and communities to develop strategies of “self-help” that would 

uplift them from their condition of poverty.34  Not only that, but the decentralization of 

urban policy was part and parcel with the era’s broader turn to incipient neoliberal 

governance.  Not only did Model Cities under Nixon seek to continue the goals of 

improving the capacity of local communities, it was also committed to improving the 

competency of state and local governments to “effectively deal with their own urban 

problems.”35   

 In a corollary to mayoral authority, Romney also sought to more clearly delineate 

the bounds of acceptable citizen participation.  In the Philadelphia case that I discussed in 

chapter 2, citizen participation was legally constrained following HUD’s victory over the 

community organization, the Area Wide Council’s (AWC) complaint that the promise of 

“widespread citizen participation was not maintained.”36   The court ultimately ruled that 

while the Model Cities Program offered a mechanism for citizen participation, HUD’s 

policies “were not unreasonable, and provided a citizens’ voice without vesting them with 

                                                
34 Model Cities Role in the New Federalism, Memorandum from Charles Clapp to John Ehrlichman, 2 
December 1969, WHCF-SMOF, Charles Clapp, Box 48, Richard Nixon Library. 
35 Model Cities Role in the New Federalism, Memorandum from Charles Clapp to John Ehrlichman, 2 
December 1969, WHCF-SMOF, Charles Clapp, Box 48, Richard Nixon Library. 
36 “Briefing to the Urban Affairs Council on Model Cities,” 27 February 1970, WHCF-FG 6-12, Box 3, 
Richard Nixon Library, 4. 
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veto power.”37  This decision and HUD’s justifications revealed the governmental 

rationalities of the politics of inclusion.  According to HUD the central “problem” solved 

by the court’s decision was that a clearer, mayor-controlled citizen participation would 

lead to a “cooperative, rather than confrontational” relationship between urban 

communities and City Hall.  But as the battles over community authority in Oakland, 

New York, and Seattle demonstrated, the terms of “cooperation” were an always 

contested terrain.  Indeed as HUD Assistant Secretary Ralph Taylor told a reporter from 

the Wall Street Journal in 1969:  “I’m not against black participation, but it must be tied 

into the larger, white system.”38   

Further diluting the possibilities for community control and authority was a 

decision to expand the spatial boundaries of Model Cities intervention.  In 1969, Romney 

announced the program would no longer limit Model Neighborhood boundaries to areas 

with 10% of the city’s population.  The expansion of Model Neighborhood boundaries, 

called Planned Variations, could now include the entire city.  On the face of it, this would 

seem to have allowed for broader citizen participation and programmatic scope by 

increasing the reach of the program and creating opportunities for more communities and 

neighborhoods to receive essential services.  On the other hand though, Romney’s 

motivation behind this change in policy was telling.  By expanding the Model Cities 

Program to the city at large, Romney sought to give more authority of the program to 

                                                
37 “Briefing to the Urban Affairs Council on Model Cities,” 27 February 1970, WHCF-FG 6-12, Box 3, 
Richard Nixon Library, 4. 
38 “What’s the Status of Urban Uplift” by Monroe Karmin, Wall Street Journal, 30 January 1969, WHCF-
SMOF, Box 72, Richard Nixon Library. 
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state governors and city halls.39  Romney was explicit in his rationales for the Planned 

Variations:  doing so would dilute the influence of the so-called “radical” and “militant” 

elements of the original Model Neighborhoods and alter the actual operations of citizen 

participation.  By turning the program over to the state and city governments, disputes 

over program planning and implementation could now be mediated through mainstream 

electoral politics.  He assured target area residents “continued requirement for adequate 

citizen involvement,” but in practice, if disagreements emerged between residents and 

city officials, Model Neighborhood communities would be unable to seize control of the 

departments and agencies that operated the program.  Instead, Romney suggested, 

residents dissatisfied with program operation were perfectly welcome to express their 

will through the normative democratic process by voting city officials out of office.40   

 Of course, under Model Cities expansion, the voting mandate concentrated in the 

original Model Neighborhoods was now spread much thinner and their interests were 

now diffused throughout the city writ large.  Romney promised that the change was not 

meant to have this effect, but rather it gave individual mayors more latitude in responding 

to unique local problems.41  Romney’s admonitions aside, the ultimate effect of diluting 

Model Neighborhood authority and the concentrated power of radical alternatives cannot 

be overlooked.  Indeed, a report on the Model Cities Program by the Urban Affairs 

Council, lamented the fact that because of “political factors” the Model Neighborhoods 

originally chosen were “almost exclusively non-white” and proposed that program 
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needed to operate more “even-handedly” in choosing target areas in order to be effective 

and equitable.42  When combined with the Nixon administration’s law and order politics, 

the shifting boundaries of citizen participation, and the conservative reaction against 

urban insurrection and battles over community control, the expanded boundaries of the 

Model Cities Program were a governmental strategy to contain radical oppositionality 

and produce normative liberal subjectivity.   

 Government officials also framed the supposed failures of the War on Poverty 

using temporal criteria.  Romney argued that the 1967 and 1968 urban insurrections laid 

bare the failures of the War on Poverty and Model Cities Program.  However, Model 

Cities planning proposals were not released until 1967 at the earliest and many cities did 

not put their first year action plans into action until 1969 and 1970.  It would seem then, 

that Nixon and his federal appointees either failed to consider the extremely brief time 

cities were given to put their Model Cities programs into action, or more insidiously, 

bureaucratic temporal rhythms that prioritized efficiency refused to account for the time it 

took to bring communities previously excluded from mainstream politics into the 

operations of government.  While federal and municipal governments seek to operate 

with efficiency, organizing the urban poor into the operations of the political mainstream 

was not so simple.  Many of the community and citizen organizations that organized 

themselves during the War on Poverty had for years functioned explicitly outside the 

political mainstream.  Their politics were oppositional and they demanded rights, justice, 

protection, services from outside of electoral politics and municipal offices.  This 
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governmental temporality and its narrative of failure refused to acknowledge the ways in 

which communities in urban centers had been imagining alternative forms of political 

expression and participation that could not be so easily contained by government policy 

within such a short time.   

 The discursive rendering of community participation and the “failures” of the War 

on Poverty were striking.  In a rhetorical sleight of hand, government officials of New 

Federalism actually called the shift in orientation an expansion and broadening of the 

promises of citizen participation.  In a speech before the House Committee on Education 

and Labor, OEO Director Alvin Arnett, lamenting the failures of the OEO and the 

Community Action Program to eradicate poverty, proposed a “new” approach.  The 

problem with the OEO, according to Arnett, was it “delivered services to poor people 

without really doing much about making them nonpoor.”43  The extant War on Poverty 

programs he continued, “fed them, housed them, nursed them,” but did not do enough to 

“economically lift them.”  The so-called “service delivery” approach might have made it 

made people better able to “endure poverty” but it fundamentally failed to provide them 

with the “means and incentives to achieve self-sufficiency and dignity.”44  This, he 

argued, should have been at the center of anti-poverty programs from the outset.  But a 

close reading of New Federalism planning documents reveals a discursive re-

categorization of the poor, which had important implications for debates about race, 

citizenship, and political participation.   
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Under the previous administration, New Federalists argued, citizen participation 

too often “was largely a privilege reserved to the poor.”  As a result many middle class 

and wealthy individuals and businesses declined to participate out of “fear of becoming 

embroiled in ghetto power struggles and politics.”45  By framing citizen participation as 

an exclusive privilege, this rhetoric contributed to and built off of existing narratives that 

the failures of the War on Poverty were the fault of radical and racialized minority 

elements in cities.  Of course the individual residents and community groups who found 

their demands for recognition and authority always limited and mediated would not have 

considered themselves privileged.   

 This shift towards de-centralization of federal power to individual localities that 

was at the core of New Federalism was in many was a perfectly logical outgrowth of War 

on Poverty liberalism.  In 1969 Nixon commissioned a Model Cities Task force made up 

of government officials and social scientists who argued the time had come to empower 

localities with more authority over the program since the “the capacity of local officials” 

had greatly improved since the program’s inception.46  The language of improved 

capacity and competence was after all at the center of early War on Poverty planning and 

theorization and it should come as no surprise that these same frameworks were used to 

evaluate the actual local governing of the program.  This was also coupled with a more 

dramatic shift:  an abandonment of cities in favor of suburbs.  This same task force 

argued that any “solution” to the problems of central cities “have to be found in the 

suburban fringes” and that the goal of federal policy should be to “hasten the movement 
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46 Model Cities Reflections, 16 December 1969, WHCF-SMOF, Charles Clapp, Box 11, Richard Nixon 
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of the poor and black out of inner-city slums” and into suburbs.47  In other words, this 

Task Force decided that the joblessness, lack of services, and decaying physical structure 

of cities was too much to overcome and that the goals of the MCP should adapt to this 

new reality.  The new goal of the Model Cities Program then, was to improve the “level 

of amenity in those neighborhoods” while at the same time preparing “residents to get 

jobs in better places eventually.”48 

Black Capitalism and the Economicization of Poverty 

 During his campaign in 1968, Nixon stumped on the idea of “Black Capitalism” 

as his central strategy against urban poverty.  Black Capitalism, and its promotion of 

Black business and entrepreneurism was, according to conservatives, the necessary 

counterpoint to paternalistic and ineffectual liberal policy.  But it is useful also to think 

about the ways in which Black Capitalism simultaneously borrowed from War on Poverty 

epistemologies.  Indeed, Nixon constantly referred to the ways in which Black business 

success would foster “pride and dignity” for poor urban residents and communities.  This 

idea, about cultivating the capacities and dignity of aggrieved urban communities, was 

the central animating rationality of War on Poverty planning and implementation and 

represented what the sociologist Barbara Cruikshank calls “technologies of citizenship.”  

Black Capitalism in this context was a technology of citizenship that sought to transform 
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“individual subjects into citizens,” making them “politically active and capable of self-

government.”49   

 In a 1969 statement on the Office of Economic Opportunity, Nixon charted both 

the new directions of the poverty program and the governmental logic that would 

underwrite New Federalist policy.  Part of this shift was coupled with new statistical 

definitions of the poor.  At the outset of the War on Poverty, government officials and 

planners settled on the $3000 annual income as the uniform baseline for identifying the 

poor.  Under Nixon and his “economicization” of poverty, planning documents, research 

papers, and government statements defined the crisis of the poor using new statistical 

metrics:  in 1969 “minority groups” comprised 15% of the nation’s population yet 

accounted for less than 3% of all businesses, less than 1% of all business receipts, and 

less than one-tenth of 1% of all business investment in the country.50  Using these new 

metrics, Nixon made explicit his desire to move the poverty war away from “ameliorative 

activities” that did not address the underlying economic causes of poverty.  Rather than 

place culture—and producing new political subjects ready and eager to participate in 

political and community life—at the center, Nixon sought to produce “productive 

participants in the economy.”  This came from a steadfast belief that poverty was an 

economic condition, and that the non-economic conditions faced by racialized urban 

communities—racism, police harassment, and political powerlessness—were mere 

symptoms of the larger problem.   
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 The economicization of poverty was a reorientation of the country’s approach, but 

the question is just how much of a change did this really represent.  What did it mean for 

policy and for the racialized urban poor themselves that governmental rationalities shifted 

away from explanations of poverty that centered culture and politics?  By prioritizing the 

formation of productive economic subjects, New Federalism disaggregated many of the 

structural, cultural, and social causes of poverty and racism that were at the core of War 

on Poverty-era contests over power and authority.  This new orientation moved culture 

and community and political power away from the center of poverty discourse and left 

them subordinate and lacking in causal power.  Nixon continued in his address that the 

primary goal and challenge of the age was “bringing unproductive people into active 

economic roles.”51 

 The orientational shift was reflected in some discussion of changing the name of 

the Office of Economic Opportunity to more clearly reflect its goals.  In the end the 

decision was made to keep the original name but it is still instructive to consider the 

potential new names in the context of the shifting discursive terrain upon which the 

government waged its war against poverty.  Among them were Center for New 

Opportunities, Human Renewal, Project Enterprise, Enterprise Mobilization, and 

Experiments in Prosperity.52  These potential names were not just part of an 

administrative rebranding of the War on Poverty, but reflected the move away from 

citizen participation and towards the construction of productive economic subjects who 

participated in the capitalist marketplace.   
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 In a White House address delivered on radio and television in August 1969, Nixon 

described the orientational shift using the language of business and entrepreneurship.  His 

discussion of his administration’s plans for alleviating poverty offered familiar 

conservative critiques:  the federal government’s role in creating a culture of dependency 

and a bloated bureaucracy.  While he admitted that government spending would increase, 

he couched his justification in easily recognizable business rhetoric.  Increased spending 

was not evidence that he planned to continue the supposed excesses of the Johnson era, 

he cautioned.  Rather, he asked Americans to view government spending on new poverty 

programs the same way they would the “start-up costs” that “every businessman and 

working man” accepted as the cost of doing business.53  To stress the point that economic 

development was going to replace service-delivery, he said:  “we cannot talk our way out 

of poverty; we cannot legislate our way out of poverty; but this nation can work its way 

out of poverty.”54  This point was supported by Robert Finch, Nixon’s Secretary of 

Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) who expressed in 1970, that the administration’s 

new strategy would stress “income maintenance rather than services.”55 

 The centerpiece of Nixon’s Black Capitalism was the Community Development 

Corporation.  The CDCs emerged out the Community Self-Determination Act of 1968, 

which created a National Community Corporation Certification Board that granted 
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federal charters and “seed money” to CDCs.56  Rather than discard the participatory 

tenets of the previous era however, the CDC movement borrowed from the politics of 

inclusion.  In government reports and memoranda, proponents of the CDC argued that 

“the mobilization of individuals for motivated mutual self-help offers the brightest 

promise for achieving the economic empowerment of the people of special impact areas.  

Indeed, it may offer the only hope.”57  Lest there be any confusion as to the prioritization 

of economic uplift over existing cultural and service-delivery program, Howard Philips, 

the director of a 1973 Task Force on Economic Development, wrote that while it was 

important to continue “other self-help community improvement efforts that contribute to 

a sense of community pride, cohesion, and progress” there should be no mistaking that 

these “parallel activities” must not “divert capital and management talent from business 

development programs.”58  In order to achieve the greatest return on the “human and 

physical resources” of target neighborhoods, it was imperative that government programs 

maintain a strict separation between “business and non-business” ventures and that 

failure to operate strictly under this principle would be an “invitation to financial disaster 

and the thwarting of the entire self-help program.”59 

 The proliferation of CDCs throughout the nation was part of a larger process of 

shifting from service-delivery and cultural programs towards economic development as 

the primary strategy of alleviating urban poverty.  The citizen participation mandates of 
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the War on Poverty were not abandoned outright but redirected towards economic 

development and using the capitalist marketplace as the vehicle for community and 

neighborhood improvement.  The CDCs supported locally owned small businesses, 

provided technical assistance to existing businesses and local entrepreneurs, and 

coordinated financial assistance loans.60   Whatever the specifics of an individual CDC, 

the underlying governmental rationalities of their supposed utility was that “the absence 

of normal private market institutions to generate growth” was at the center of urban 

stagnation and decay.  This was an important shift.  While the early projects associated 

with the War on Poverty certainly concerned themselves with economic development and 

growth, the fundamental rhetoric of the era was about activating the citizenship of 

aggrieved urban residents and training them for normative participatory citizenship.  The 

very same categories—self-sufficiency, individual autonomy, and localism—were at the 

center of the CDC movement but were now directed explicitly towards the transformative 

potential of capitalism.  In addition to this reconfiguration of citizen participation, CDCs 

were also an early example of the neoliberal rationality of fostering economic 

development through private-public partnerships.61  Rather than expect assistance solely 

from the state, the advent of CDCs and the broader move toward economic development 

over service-delivery marshaled business and private market forces to alleviate conditions 

of poverty in America’s central city areas.   
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 The first federal experiment in CDCs was the brainchild of the New York State 

Senator Robert F. Kennedy, who founded the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 

Corporation in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood.  As numerous scholars 

have shown, Bedford-Stuyvesant was one of the epicenters of Black life in New York and 

had a well-established middle-class Black community.62  To politicians and policy makers 

interested in anti-poverty experiments, it was also a place with great potential because of 

its already existing and well-established civic and community organizations assembled 

under the Central Brooklyn Coordinating Council.63  Kennedy helped to spearhead the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation (BSRC) in late 1966.  The BSRC, or the 

Restoration as it came to be known, offered a range of services that included 

employment, social welfare, and advising for residents, all with the express purpose of 

including them in the organization’s activities.64  The Restoration was the first of many 

Kennedy’s Community Development Corporation plans.  The historian Tom Davies 

argues that through the Restoration Kennedy sought to “co-opt and nurture inchoate and 
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growing black radicalism in the nation’s cities by involving militants in the CDC’s efforts 

to bring positive change to ghetto communities.”65  However, Davies suggests that the 

CDCs represented a departure or at the very least, a critique, of Johnson’s broader War on 

Poverty efforts.  Because of the growing Black radicalism in urban centers, Davies argues 

that Kennedy sought to encourage and absorb moderate Black leaders as a way to 

marginalize more militant and subversive energies emanating from cities.  While this is 

certainly true, the participation of 150 cities throughout the nation in the Model Cities 

Program suggests that the CDCs underlying logic were not dissimilar in meaningful ways 

from the citizen participation ethos of Johnson’s urban programs.  In perhaps the clearest 

elucidation of the era’s governing logic, Kennedy told a Brooklyn audience, “We will be 

tempted to run these programs for their [the poor’s] benefit,” but “it is only by inviting 

their active participation…that we can help them develop leaders who make the 

difference between political force—with which we can deal—and a headless mob.”66  

While geared towards a smaller constituency of Black entrepreneurs, the CDCs, and their 

ideology of self-help, served the governmental imperative to produce and absorb 

normative performances of democratic citizenship against so-called radical and militant 
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energies.  In this way, the CDCs were not really a rupture with broader War on Poverty 

ideology, but were a natural and logical extension.   

 According to the historian Brian Purnell, Kennedy saw particular potential in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant precisely because its existing community organizations “had 

sufficient social and political capital to launch a new program, but not so much that they 

would overwhelm Kennedy’s own vision.”67  Kennedy and his staff believed the extant 

Black leadership in the community would work cooperatively and productively with 

government programs, unlike the so-called radical formations that challenged both the 

limited scope of community authority and the broader framework of inclusion as a salvo 

to racism and poverty.  Throughout 1968 and 1969, the Restoration successfully followed 

the imperatives of the CDCs by promoting business and financial development in the 

neighborhood.  For example, using funds from the Federal Housing Authority, the 

Restoration helped issue about $65 million in home loans for residents.  Its business loans 

also helped to fund New York’s first Black-owned car dealership and the opening an IBM 

manufacturing facility in the area.68 

 Looking beyond the successes of the Restoration, Nixon administration officials 

came to believe that a renewed focus on “economics” would also alter the government’s 

relationship with community action.  In a 1968 memorandum to regional directors, for 

example, Walter Farr of the Model Cities Administration wrote that “one of the major 
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thrusts of the Model Cities Program should be the development of entrepreneurship 

among Negroes, Puerto Ricans, [and] Mexican-Americans.”69  As the many contests over 

programmatic authority and grassroots demands for community control showed, 

community action was critical terrain of struggle between governmental imperatives and 

grassroots community formations.  Citizen participation offered community groups and 

individual residents opportunities to use their local expertise and knowledge to both 

explain issues unique to their neighborhoods and communities and to propose strategies 

to solve problems.  From the perspective of government officials though, the experiments 

in community action too often led to confrontation and demands for authority that the 

boundaries of “meaningful citizen participation” could not contain.   

To be sure, improving opportunities for business development was an important 

and needed strategy agreed upon by both government officials and target area 

communities themselves.  Indeed, much of the anger emanating from urban 

neighborhoods was the ubiquity of absentee White business ownership.  As Black Power 

leaders from Stokely Carmichael to Huey Newton argued, if corporate power was at the 

center of political power and authority in America, then Black urban communities should 

take control of the economic institutions in their neighborhoods.70  In an August 1967 

speech in Camden, New Jersey, H. Rap Brown predicted the tensions that would soon 

befall Nixonian Black Capitalism:  “Brother, green power don’t mean nothing to you if 

you ain’t got power to control it, you better start talking about being able to control, that’s 
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the word, control.”71  The CDCs then, served multiple constituencies from conservative 

politicians and incipient neoliberal rationalities as well as Black Power and community 

control advocates who demanded control over the economic and social institutions in 

their neighborhoods. The need to create a strong economic base of businesses owned and 

operated by members of target communities was a goal that almost everyone agreed 

upon.  As the Kerner Commission had shown following the urban insurrections of 1967 

and 1968 many of the places targeted by the riots were White-owned businesses that 

residents believed exploited them and their communities.72   

 On the face of it, there was nothing particularly sinister or punitive about this set 

of goals.  But it is important to note the ways in which this shift contributed to an 

epistemological shift in poverty knowledge that was part and parcel with burgeoning 

neoliberal ideology.  Black Capitalism and the various programs in its service contributed 

to a belief that the economic marketplace was the most effective means for the alleviation 

of poverty and neighborhood uplift and rejuvenation.  But by shifting citizen participation 

into the economic sphere, it also eviscerated both the political and ethical potentialities of 

“community” and the possibilities for the redistribution of political power and authority.  

As Nixon once stated:  “People who own their homes don’t burn down their 

neighborhoods.”73 
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 The promotion of economic self-help and Black Capitalism through Community 

Development Corporations at the most banal level meant shifting focus away from 

cultural and social programs and towards economic programs.  But more perniciously, 

this discursive reorientation of the sites of self-help further discredited and vilified radical 

and oppositional formations that demanded state recognition and racial justice.  In a 1968 

speech on NBC radio entitled “Bridges to Human Dignity,” Nixon told the public he 

hoped Black Capitalism would transfer the energies of “black militants” into “private 

enterprise.”74  Under this new framework, the economic market would function as the 

ultimate arbiter of justice and neighborhood rejuvenation, not the coordinated attacks on 

racism, critiques of the culture of poverty thesis, and demands for political authority that 

animated community action programs throughout the 1960s.  Further, the citizen 

participation aspects of neighborhood rehabilitation were also enfolded into market 

logics.  Indeed according to Howard Philips, beyond the potential for stimulating 

neighborhood business enterprise, the CDCs were the perfect “vehicle for participation 

for residents of the community.”75   

Even though on the surface the CDC movement may have represented a change in 

strategy for the alleviation of urban poverty, it expanded on and indeed reified the era’s 

discursive constructions of the causes of poverty.  Throughout planning documents and 

memoranda officials deployed the same language and symbols to explain the underlying 

causes of urban despair.  While primarily concerned with the so-called economic causes 

of urban poverty, government proponents of CDCs drew from the belief in the 
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emancipatory potential of self-help.  Philips argued that the success of CDCs depended 

on the government’s ability to marshal a “multiplicity of self-help efforts, based on the 

personal involvement of concerned” residents of a given community.76  This was coupled 

with a proviso further shrinking the boundaries of who and what constituted the 

“community” and its leaders.  While War on Poverty governmentality targeted the 

racialized urban poor as those who held the greatest potential for neighborhood and 

community rejuvenation, this new rationality favored middle-class businesspersons and 

entrepreneurs.  Rather than direct its attention to the poorest neighborhood residents, it 

instead endeavored to foster the cooperation and participation of the “natural leadership 

of the community, whether poor or not.”77   

 Of course it should be clear that community itself was a contested category upon 

which multiple groups and individuals made claims.  Model Cities logics, for example, 

defined community spatially and quantitatively through its mapping practices.  In 

individual cities across the nation community meant something much different.  It was 

the networks of support and affiliation that provided services and protection against 

police brutality, systemic racial inequality, and an unresponsive state apparatus.  By 

shifting responsibility to the so-called “natural leadership” of target areas, the 

economicization of poverty simultaneously redefined the boundaries of normative 

political subjectivity and further delegitimized alternative and oppositional political 

formations.  Federal criteria for the allocation of CDC funds included the “demonstrated 

willingness” of target area residents to create and execute a “motivated, mutual self-help 
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program with competent, dedicated leadership” immune to the demands of “political 

pressure” from the neighborhood grassroots.78  In seizing on middle-class and 

entrepreneurial residents as the most legitimate representatives of the community, it also 

exploited the class divisions that existed in target area neighborhoods and communities.   

 Progressive critics of the War on Poverty argued that its primary purpose was not 

racial redress and the alleviation of poverty, it was simply a strategy to mollify protest 

and radical oppositionality.  There is certainly some truth to that and I explored that 

question in detail in previous chapters, but the economicization of poverty policy and the 

transfer of citizen participation to CDCs was the ultimate expression of this governmental 

impulse.  The economicization of poverty bypassed the state’s responsibility to mediate 

conflict and transferred that authority to the capitalist marketplace.  The CDCs gave 

proponents of the economicization of anti-poverty programs the strategic plan they 

needed.  Using much of the same language of the Community Action Program and the 

participatory tenets of the Economic Opportunity Act and the Model Cities Program, the 

CDCs focused on cultural and community uplift not by fostering psychological and 

emotional rehabilitation, but on self-sufficiency in the capitalist marketplace.  Creating 

“opportunities for community self-determination, individual entrepreneurship, and good 

jobs was central to this.79  This was not a complete repudiation of earlier War on Poverty 

projects but reflected a recalibration of participatory governmentality.  Indeed, planning 

documents continued to promote ideas about community pride and cultural uplift.  But 

now these ideas were folded into the production of well-run, self-sufficient, and hopefully 
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profitable community-based economic institutions.80  The markers of what constituted 

successful efforts were also adapted to fit these new strategic imperatives.  

Entrepreneurial and managerial capabilities moved to the forefront of governmental 

goals.   

While Black Capitalism, and its proposed implementation through the CDCs, was 

a primary focus of poverty policy in the Nixon era and was part of the broader logic of 

economicization, the Model Cities Program and HUD under Secretary George Romney 

reflected this shift as well.  In the National Model Cities Conference held in May 1969, 

Romney articulated the ways in which entrepreneurial and business oriented practices 

would be given priority in Model Cities.  Much of the conference’s talks and the ensuing 

question and answer session with mayors and various other municipal representatives 

concerned conflicts over citizen participation in their cities and questioned how the new 

administration planned to define community involvement.  Romney’s answers 

illuminated the ways in which the state was drawing new boundaries of “acceptable” 

citizen participation and was in the process of departing from grassroots inclusion and 

empowerment.  Here the actual definition of “citizen” was being redefined as a largely 

economic category.  Responding to a question about the boundaries of normative 

participation, Romney answered that those cities that most effectively demonstrated 

success in enlisting the “private aspects of the community” to be involved would receive 

priority.  On the surface this does not suggest much of a change from the original 

intentions of citizen participation in the Model Cities plan.  But he continued:  “Really 
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there is no long term profit in business unless you have a healthy environment within 

which to operate.”81  By evoking profits and effective business practices in his discussion 

of citizen participation, Romney reflected the discursive shift underway; one in which the 

liberal participatory citizen was defined as an economic—not political—subject.  It is 

also worth noting that when he mentioned the “private aspects of the community” he was 

not referring to the kinds of grassroots political and civic organizations that were at the 

center of early Model Cities planning.  Instead, his definition of “private” or community-

level participants was oriented around business and entrepreneurial practices.   

 The CDCs were not the only new project that reflected this new approach.  In 

March 1969 through Executive Order 11458, Nixon created the Office of Minority 

Business Enterprise (OMBE).  The OMBE was a centralized agency that coordinated the 

various Black enterprise programs funded through the Small Business Administration and 

the Office of Economic Opportunity.  The OMBE as well as the proliferation of CDCs 

starting at the end of the 1960s was part of the broader process of directing attention and 

resources towards stimulating private business enterprise and entrepreneurship.  To 

varying degrees, scholars have argued that Nixon’s rhetorical celebration of Black 

Capitalism and programmatic support for Black enterprise and entrepreneurship was a 

co-option of Black Power.82  They argue that by endorsing the separatist strain of Black 
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Power in his endorsement of Black Capitalism, he drew from an existing discourse but 

rejected its oppositionality and instead reframed it in the “constructive sense of that often 

misapplied term.”83    

 Much like the broader logic of the War on Poverty-era the stated goal of the 

OMBE was to “bring members of minority groups into full participation in the American 

society and economy.”84  In the 1971 fiscal year alone the Small Business Administration 

Loan Program issued $92,714,000 towards 6,789 loans, with 5,451 or about 80% going to 

“minority groups.”85  Out of the over $92 million in loans, some 64% went to businesses 

in urban areas.  However, taken in the aggregate, the allocation of loans demonstrated the 

overall shift away from enlisting the participation of the poor towards an expansion of 

poverty programs that included middle-class interests as well.  Only 21% of SBA loans 

went to borrowers with family incomes under $3,000—the economic threshold for 

poverty defined in the early 1960s.  Those with incomes between $3,000-$5,000 received 

approximately 14%.  Finally, those with incomes between 0-$9,000 received 64% of the 

funds.86  The framing of this is important.  On the one hand, the final number—64% of 

funds for families with incomes between 0-$9,000—seems to reflect that the individuals 

and families well below the official threshold defining poverty received the lion’s share 

of loans.  Yet, the official OEO report already described the proportion of funds going to 

                                                                                                                                            
simply an effort to co-opt Black Power.  See Robert Allen, Black Awakening in Capitalist America:  An 
Analytic History (New York:  Anchor Books, 1969), 18. 
83 Dean Kotlowski, “Black Power—Nixon Style:  The Nixon Administration and Minority Business 
Enterprise,” The Business History Review 72, no. 3 (Autumn, 1998), 412. 
84 Office of Economic Opportunity Annual Report, Fiscal Year 1971, WHCF-FG 6-7, Box 2, Richard 
Nixon Library. 
85 Office of Economic Opportunity Annual Report, Fiscal Year 1971, WHCF-FG 6-7, Box 2, Richard 
Nixon Library. 
86 Office of Economic Opportunity Annual Report, Fiscal Year 1971, WHCF-FG 6-7, Box 2, Richard 
Nixon Library. 



 

 

346 

applicants with family incomes below $3,000 through $5,000.  Taken together this group 

received 35% of SBA loans.  But in framing the final category the way it did, OEO 

reported that the bulk of its loans went towards a group that included those who fell 

below the poverty threshold.  The median family income in the United States in 1970 

according to the U.S. Census was $9,870.87  In other words, through its Small Business 

Loan program, which was a centerpiece of the Nixon administration’s poverty war, over 

half of all loans went to a population group that was nominally middle-class. 

 Beyond planning for a new approach to poverty at the federal level, government 

officials and planners needed to figure out just how to implement new programs in 

individual localities.  The existence of functioning urban business enterprises provided a 

template for government planners and officials.  In much the same way as the Model 

Cities Program in cities across the country responded to existing community formations, 

so too did the Community Development Corporation program.  Ironically, in Harlem for 

example, one of the shining examples of Black capitalist successes was initially funded 

under the auspices of the much-maligned Community Action Program.  In the summer of 

1967, using a $393,000 Community Action grant, with assistance from Columbia 

University, The New School, and the National Association of Manufacturers, Harlem 

residents founded one of the most successful community development corporations run 

completely by African American residents, the Harlem Commonwealth Council (HCC).88  

Organized by CORE director Roy Innis, the HCC sought to improve the condition of 

Harlem residents through community-controlled economic development.  Its director 
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Donald Simmons stated that the “primary goal of the HCC is to satisfy the needs of the 

people of Harlem by controlling the economic instruments to create wealth for them.”89  

Further, the HCC hoped to reverse the massive problem of absentee White business 

ownership in the area by reducing White ownership of Harlem’s approximately 6,000 

manufacturing and retail establishment by 80% and “redirect[ing] the wealth among 

Harlem residents.”90  This would be accomplished by using the HCC and its funds to 

provide job training with the ultimate goal of offering ownership shares to residents so 

that they would eventually own 30 to 50% of the neighborhood’s businesses.  It planned 

to purchase two supermarkets in the neighborhood, establish a loan program for residents 

and local pharmacies, and develop a fleet of taxis driven by residents in the area.  Most 

tangibly, by 1968 it had purchased the Acme Foundry in Harlem that manufactured 

bronze and aluminum casings from its two White owners for $110,000 and hoped to net 

$500,000 in yearly revenue.   

 

Image 5.1:  Harlem Commonwealth Council Supermarket.91  
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The HCC was symptomatic of the vexed relationship between government-

sponsored Black Capitalism and grassroots community development and businesses 

enterprise.92  On the one hand, Nixon’s Black Capitalism and the economicization of anti-

poverty policy was part of a governmentality that tried to redirect community action 

away from what officials had come to view as unruly radical political formations into 

ascendant neoliberal market oriented fixes.  Conversely though, as the example of the 

HCC demonstrates, government officials in developing the Community Development 

Corporation program drew from and responded to already existing grassroots projects.   

 In much the same way as in New York, Seattle’s poverty program also shifted 

towards the economic in this era.  In spite of the optimism of the Model Cities Program in 

the early years of its implementation, by 1970 much of the goodwill had faded away.  

Part of this was due to an unforeseen economic depression, which culminated in massive 

layoffs at the Boeing Company.  City leaders argued, however that worsening conditions 

would only be exacerbated without the Model Cities Program in the city.  Indeed in 1970 

alone the Model Cities Program was responsible for the introduction of some $10 million 

into the Model Neighborhood economy and had helped provide over 1,000 regular and 

short-term employment opportunities in the area.  On the face of if these “successes”—

particularly the low job numbers—may not have seemed like much.  But according to 

city leaders, these crises would have been much worse had it not been for the Model 

Cities Program and its interventions into urban life and economics in the target area.   
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 But beyond the citywide recession, the Model Cities Program by 1971 reflected 

the shifting participatory tenets of the era’s politics of inclusion.  Planning documents for 

Seattle’s third-year action plan noted that the program’s citizen participation initiatives 

replaced the “former shallow involvement of masses of people” with a “dedicated cadre 

of MN residents.”93  According to city officials, this was a relatively smooth shift because 

of the cooperative working relationship between city hall and the city’s multiracial civic 

organizations like the Central Seattle Community Council.  The broader Nixon-era shifts 

in community and neighborhood level participation towards the focused inclusion of 

entrepreneurial and moderate residents was already somewhat embedded in the city’s 

relationship with racialized minorities because due in part to the racial liberalism of the 

city in the 1950s and 1960s.94 

 In 1972 for example, the city introduced the Economic Development Program 

(EDP).  The central goal of the program was to “increase the proportionate involvement 

of MN residents and minority group members in the ownership, management, and control 

of commercial, industrial, and other economic resources” in the Model Neighborhood 

area.95  In order to achieve these goals the Economic Development Program sought to 

“provide a broad range of managerial and technical assistance” to prospective business 

owners in the target area.  But beyond the focus on economic development over service 

delivery and community programs, the citizen participation aspect of the EDP also 

                                                
93 Seattle Model Cities Third Year Action Plan, 1971, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 240, NARA, CP. 
94 See Allison Varzally, Making a Non-White America:  Californians Coloring outside Ethnic Lines, 1925-
1955 (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008); Mark Brilliant, The Color of America Has 
Changed:  How Racial Diversity Shaped Civil Rights Reform in California, 1941-1978 (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2010); Daniel Martinez HoSang, Racial Propositions:  Ballot Initiatives and the Making 
of Postwar California (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010). 
95 Seattle Model Cities Third Year Action Plan, 1971, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 240, NARA, CP. 
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reflected the shifting terrain of participatory citizenship.  This program was administered 

by a non-profit organization called United Inner-City Development Foundation and the 

program required that 51% of the governing board was made up of Model Neighborhood 

community organizations.96  The citizen participation aspect of the EDP reflected 

governmental efforts to redirect participatory citizenship away from the so-called 

“political” and toward entrepreneurial and managerial endeavors.  Finally, the three-year 

timeline for the EDP contained an effort to phase out the Model Cities Program and make 

economic development self-sufficient.  Planning for a Model Cities program that would 

eventually lead to its own end may seem paradoxical.  But it was not; instead this was a 

clear articulation of the underlying governmental rationalities and logics of the era.  At its 

core, the Model Cities Program and the entire War on Poverty liberal apparatus sought to 

reorient dependency and oppositionality and in its wake produce self-sufficient political 

and economic subjectivity.   

 Seattle was one of the first cities chosen for the citywide Planned Variations that 

expanded the program beyond the boundaries of the Model Neighborhoods.  In a letter to 

Model Cities Assistant Secretary Floyd Hyde in 1970 Seattle mayor Wes Uhlman argued 

that because of its relative successes in early Model Cities planning and implementation, 

the city would be an outstanding “testing ground” for the Planned Variations.97  Part of 

the reason for the successes of the Model Cities Program in Seattle, according to Uhlman, 

was that the program’s operating agency, the City Demonstration Agency, had already 

demonstrated a cooperative working relationship with the city government.98  As I argued 

                                                
96 Seattle Model Cities Third Year Action Plan, 1971, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 240, NARA, CP. 
97 Letter from Wes Uhlman to Floyd Hyde, 11/17/1970, RG 378, 14/A1, Box 40, NARA, CP. 
98 Seattle Planned Variation, 11/10/1970, RG 378, 14/A1, Box 40, NARA, CP. 
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in an earlier chapter this cooperative relationship was in part a result of just who the city 

incorporated into municipal institutions.  The longer postwar history of cooperation 

between the city and civic unity organizations like the Central Seattle Community 

Council and its largely middle-class and integrationist orientation allowed Uhlman to 

craft a narrative of place based on cooperation rather than confrontation between 

racialized minority Model Neighborhood residents and City Hall.  The CDA’s efficacy 

and success in working with the city government gave it “strong footing” in citywide 

expansion.  The CDAs themselves were the result of a compromise of sorts between 

communities and the government following the controversies over the influence of 

Community Action Agencies that operated independent of mayoral power in the 

Community Action Program.  The Seattle CDA and its program at large wrested final 

authority with the mayor but also housed all citizen participation initiatives.  And by the 

time of the Planned Variations for 1971, the Seattle CDA had working contractual 

agreements with the city’s school system, housing authority, health department, county 

government, the University of Washington, and non-profit organizations like the YMCA 

and YWCA.  Indeed, through the Model Cities Program, Seattle succeeded in absorbing 

participatory citizenship into a cooperative relationship with mainstream political and 

social institutions.  The city had succeeded in—drawing from the English sociologist 

Nikolas Rose’s writings on liberal governance—making Model Neighborhood residents 

allies in the city, thus allowing the state to govern “from a distance.”99 

                                                
99 Seattle Planned Variation, 11/10/1970, RG 378, 14/A1, Box 40, NARA, CP.   See also, Nikolas Rose, 
Pat O’Malley and Mariana Valverde, “Governmentality,” in The Annual Review of Law and Social Science 
2, (2006), 89 
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 One of the proudest successes of the program under the planned variations was 

the Seattle Unicenter, where residents could go for all job and training services at a 

centralized location.100  Along with the Unicenter, the Seattle Model Cities Program also 

initiated a program called the Technical Occupational Professional Intern Training 

Program (TOP-IT).  Perhaps more than anything else in the city, TOP-IT established the 

mandates of budding neoliberal poverty policy in the early 1970s.101  Part of the broader 

New Career program described above, TOP-IT provided training to prepare residents for 

work in middle-management positions in the city and foster a sense of entrepreneurial 

and business acumen.  However, due to the city’s economic recession, the program was 

abruptly discontinued in 1971.  While this was certainly disappointing and also reflective 

of the national toward disinvestment in social programs, the gains made by TOP-IT led to 

very real institutional changes in the city.  Following the end of the program, the 

Governor and State Personnel Board negotiated a change in the merit system rules for 

public employment and instituting a new “selective recruitment” policy whereby any 

state agency that suffered from racial and ethnic underrepresentation could bypass 

existing registration and examination requirements to recruit and employ new hires from 

underrepresented groups.102  Even though programs like TOP-IT were never given the 

necessary time and resources to properly evaluate their effect, the underlying principles 

did lead to important institutional changes in the city.  By building on the capacities of 

managerial and entrepreneurial talents for incorporation into mainstream political and 

                                                
100 “Model Cities:  A Report on Progress,” Model Cities Service Center Bulletin, RG 44, 6/UD-UP, Box 2, 
NARA, CP. 
101 “Model Cities:  A Report on Progress,” Model Cities Service Center Bulletin, RG 44, 6/UD-UP, Box 2, 
NARA, CP. 
102 “Model Cities:  A Report on Progress,” Model Cities Service Center Bulletin, RG 44, 6/UD-UP, Box 2, 
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economic life, these programs satisfied the mandates of the broader, national 

neoliberalization of poverty policy.  Here both governmental rationalities and citizen 

demands for greater inclusion coalesced around market logics to produce a new space for 

inclusion.   

 

Image 5.2:  Seattle Unicenter Job Training Program.103  

 The orientational shift in the fight against poverty was also reflected in the 

programmatic priorities in the Greater Watts Model Neighborhood.  Its first year action 

plan for 1970 listed its priorities in order of importance.  For the 1971 fiscal year the 

Greater Watts Model Neighborhood listed education as its top priority and allocated $5.6 

million or 23% of its total allocation for the year.104  Education was followed by 

Manpower and Development ($3.5 million or 15%), but Economic and Business 

Development was listed near the bottom with a proposed allocation of $2.1 million or 9% 

                                                
103 Unicenter in Seattle, RG 440, 6/UD, Box 2, NARA, CP. 
104 Los Angeles Comprehensive Demonstration Plan, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 28, NARA, CP. 
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of the total budget.105  One year later, in its second year action plan for the 1972 fiscal 

year, the priorities were almost completely reversed.  Manpower and Employment and 

Economic and Business Development moved to the top of the priorities list and Social 

Service and Recreation and Culture programs—which were a high priority in the 

previous year—moved to the bottom.106  Much like the broader shift toward economic 

development, in the Greater Watts Model Neighborhood, a primary objective was to 

“promote economic development and growth” by “mobilizing supportive capital, by 

providing technical assistance and management training for area businesses.”107  

Certainly, city officials and residents did not completely abandon cultural and educational 

programs; indeed as the historian Daniel Widener has shown, both the Watts Writers 

Workshop and the Watts Towers Art Center were important sites of resident participation 

and cultural expression.108  But by 1972 economic development had moved to the 

forefront of residents’ and planners’ objectives.  According to municipal authorities 

residents had tired simply “identifying the problems relating to unemployment” and 

wanted tangible results:  jobs and income.109   

… 

 In spite of the various efforts that are better described as modifications to the 

poverty program rather than a complete dissolution, the fact remains that Nixon’s 

presidency spelled the end of the OEO, the central government body that coordinated the 

                                                
105 Los Angeles Comprehensive Demonstration Plan, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 28, NARA, CP. 
106 Los Angeles Second Year Action Plan, Watts, 1972, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 29, NARA, CP. 
107 Los Angeles Second Year Action Plan, Watts, 1972, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 29, NARA, CP. 
108 Los Angeles Second Year Action Plan, Watts, 1972, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 29, NARA, CP.  See Daniel 
Widener, Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham:  Duke University 
Press, 2010), 90-93, 176-177. 
109 Los Angeles Second Year Action Plan, Watts, 1972, RG 207, 97/A1, Box 29, NARA, CP. 
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War on Poverty.  In 1969 Nixon disbanded the OEO under his appointee Donald 

Rumsfeld.  This did not mean the end of all OEO activities; rather programs were 

transferred to other government departments.  But these changes were not simply a 

reorganization of government bureaucracy.  As I discussed in previous chapters, the 

citizen participation aspects of the federal poverty program were the primary terrain of 

conflict between the urban grassroots and government officials.  In particular, the first 

iteration of citizen participation, the OEO’s Community Action Program became 

embroiled in controversy from the outset in 1964.  The dismantling of the OEO did not 

mean the government abandoned its interest in racialized urban poverty, rather it showed 

a concerted effort to undermine radical and oppositional formations that made claims to 

the participatory tenets of the CAP.  Peter Flanigan, a successful investment banker and 

trusted aide to Nixon, reported that Senator Robert Byrd—whose affiliation with the Ku 

Klux Klan in the 1940s were well known—told him, “I am all for the President in his 

fight on OEO.  I don’t like subsidizing revolution.  I hope he sticks to his guns.”110  

 At the center of Nixon’s New Federalism was a desire to consolidate and 

standardize federal grant-in-aid as a means to work through much of the bureaucratic red 

tape that critics of the Model Cities Program complained created a disorganized and 

fragmented system with little organization and consistency across cities.111  In replacing 

some existing categorical grant programs—of which the Model Cities Program was 

one—with a single block grant, Nixon eliminated one of the key mechanisms for 

                                                
110 Memorandum Peter Flanigan to Richard Nixon, 23 February 1973, WHCF-FG 6-7, Box 2, Richard 
Nixon Library. 
111 Judson James, “Federalism and the Model Cities Experiment,” Publius 2, no. 1, (Spring 1972), 89. 
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community power and influence on policy.112  In 1974, when the Model Cities Program 

was replaced by the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program, federal 

attention moved away from distressed urban areas towards a wider range of places that 

included more affluent cities and suburbs.113   In addition, the CDBG program prioritized 

physical and economic development over social services and programs.114  The CDBG 

program was also less invested in continuing the tradition of citizen participation.   

By 1978, nationwide CDCs had employed about 16,700 individuals and had 

created 135 businesses that grossed over $100 million in sales.115  Of course less than 

20,000 new jobs was not nearly enough considering that the total unemployment for non-

Whites had reached nearly 1.5 million.  Nevertheless, this moment—the transition from 

Johnson’s War on Poverty to Nixon’s New Federalism—is a critical period of study.  

Rather than view it as a moment of departure from liberal to conservative ideology, we 

should instead consider the multiple ways that the experiments in citizen participation 

popularized through the Community Action Program and the Model Cities Program 

continued to function, albeit in new ways.     

 While the actual terms and boundaries underwent important shifts, the 

experiments in citizen participation created a new set of expectations that could not be 

easily denied.  Through the extraordinary efforts and demands of grassroots organizations 

                                                
112 W. Dennis Keating and Janet Smith, “Past Federal Policy for Urban Neighborhoods” in Revitalizing 
Urban Neighborhoods, ed. W. Dennis Keating, Norman Krumholz, and Philip Star (Lawrence:  University 
Press of Kansas, 1996), 53. 
113 June Manning Thomas, “Model Cities Revisited:  Issues of Race and Empowerment,” in Urban 
Planning and the African American Community:  In the Shadows, ed. June Manning Thomas and Marsha 
Ritzdorf (Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1997), 144. 
114 Robert Catlin, Racial Politics and Urban Planning:  Gary, Indiana, 1980-1989 (Lexington:  The 
University Press of Kentucky, 1993), 28. 
115 Sue Marshall and David H. Swinton, “Federal Government Policy in Black Community Revitalization,” 
in The State of the Black Economy:  Issues in Community Revitalization ed. Lloyd Hogan (New Brunswick:  
Transaction Books, 1980), 26. 
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and policy experiments during the 1960s and 1970s, the idea that communities and 

individuals should not only be promised a role in policy planning and implementation but 

they could be critical allies in urban governance was here to stay.  At the same time, the 

economicization of poverty under Nixon’s New Federalism shifted and constrained the 

categories of citizen and participation in important ways.  The civil rights, Black Power, 

and various multiracial movements of the 1960s made clear that America’s racialized 

minority communities were demanding increased authority and ownership over the 

decisions that affected their lives, communities, and neighborhoods.  While there was a 

brief moment—in the early years of the CAP and the MCP—that genuine community 

control and authority seemed possible, those dreams were dashed by two interrelated 

government processes.  The first was the punitive and disciplinary logic of law and order 

governance, which criminalized grassroots demands for redress and political power.  The 

second, and the focus of this chapter and dissertation, was the always-mediated politics of 

inclusion, whereby federal and local authorities absorbed the participation of urban 

subjects into so-called “productive” activities while vilifying actions and political 

formations that challenged accepted discourse.   

 However, we should not view these contests as a zero-sum game in which either 

the state or the grassroots emerged victorious.  Rather, as the preceding chapters have 

made clear, traces of genuine community power and grassroots authority consistently 

found their way into federal poverty policy.  At the same time, in neighborhoods across 

the nation, Black, Asian, Latino, and multiracial alliances imagined and enacted 

alternative bonds of community that looked beyond the national identity and the 

American state for solidarity and identity.  Federal planners may have believed the urban 
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communities and neighborhoods bureaucrats and officials brought their “expertise” to 

were blank slates that could be molded to the mandates of War on Poverty discursive 

constructions of normative citizenship, but as I have shown, it was the inventiveness and 

creativity of the grassroots that in many was informed planning and policy 

implementation.  Whether they acknowledged it or not, federal poverty planners drew 

from and reacted to existing community and neighborhood formations during the 1960s 

and 1970s.  The promise of citizen participation, while unevenly distributed and always 

constrained, laid bare the demands of America’s racialized minority populations and 

forced the federal government to acknowledge their voices.
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Conclusion: 
From the War on Poverty to the War on the Poor 

 
To mark the 50th anniversary of the War on Poverty in 2014 a spate of journalistic 

and scholarly publications reflected on its legacy.  With the passage of half a century no 

consensus exists as to the ultimate successes or failures of the program.  Critics point to 

the fact that poverty continues to be an intractable problem; indeed income and 

opportunity inequality has moved to the center of contemporary political debate.  

Proponents argue that while poverty still exists, the War on Poverty did have its 

successes.  According to a January 2014 New York Times reflection, when social welfare 

benefits like food stamps are included with cash incomes, poverty has fallen from 26% in 

the 1960s to 16% today.1  The economists Bruce D. Meyer and James X. Sullivan concur, 

writing that official measures of poverty that do not account for government benefits—

many of which began during the War on Poverty—fail to recognize the declining poverty 

rates since the 1960s.2  At the same time, two generations later, 46 million Americans still 

live in a condition of economic precarity, with barely adequate income.   

 The debates about the legacy of the War on Poverty were nothing new in 2014.  

Famously, Ronald Reagan declared in 1988, “The federal government declared war on

                                                
1 Annie Lowrey, “50 Years Later, War on Poverty is a Mixed Bag,” New York Times 4 January 2014. 
2 Bruce D. Meyer and James X. Sullivan, “Winning the War:  Poverty from the Great Society to the Great 
Recession,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity (Fall 2012), 135. 
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 poverty, and poverty won.”1  Conservatives then and since have leveled similar 

criticisms.  The Wisconsin Senator and conservative firebrand, Paul Ryan argued in 2013 

that far too much federal money had been spent on support services and not enough on 

tangible economic and job opportunities.2  These conservative criticisms are not 

particularly surprising.  Reagan-era conservatives have condemned the period as a 

monumental failure that not only failed to alleviate urban poverty, but in fact produced 

new pathologies of dependency in urban neighborhoods.  Yet conservatives are not the 

only ones critical of the War on Poverty’s legacy.  Liberal and progressive scholars, then 

and now, have chimed in with criticisms of their own.  In the immediate aftermath of the 

end of the War on Poverty, even some of the program’s architects lamented that it was 

doomed to failure from the start precisely because it did not go far enough.  In Maximum 

Feasible Misunderstanding, Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote that Johnson missed a 

fantastic opportunity to affect meaningful, structural change to America’s political 

economy.  Rather than focus on citizen participation, service delivery, and training, 

Moynihan argued, Johnson should have instituted a “fixed full income employment 

program [and] and measure of income maintenance.”3  The historian Ira Katznelson has 

also argued that the fundamental failure of the War on Poverty was its unwillingness to 

promote lasting reconfigurations of American capitalism.  However he locates this failure 

not in the 1960s, but in the 1940s when organized labor could have promoted a broad 

based working class solidarity capable of exerting pressure on local and federal 

                                                
1 Bruce D. Meyer and James X. Sullivan, “Winning the War:  Poverty from the Great Society to the Great 
Recession,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity (Fall 2012), 134. 
2 Annie Lowrey, “50 Years Later, War on Poverty is a Mixed Bag,” New York Times 4 January 2014. 
3 Cited in Ira Katznelson, “Was the Great Society a Lost Opportunity,” in The Rise and Fall of the New 
Deal Order, 1930-1980 (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 185. 
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governments to “organize markets and mitigate market outcomes” in more equitable 

ways.4  Without a politically powerful working class base, the War on Poverty was 

doomed from the start.  It expanded Black allegiance to the Democratic party while 

simultaneously angering and its Southern, White constituents.5   

 The historian Frank Stricker makes a similar argument.  Early in the planning 

stages, government officials and planners seized on the notion that racial inequality was 

the most fundamental structural cause of poverty and thus focused their efforts on the 

training and inclusion of poor urban Blacks.  In doing so, according to Stricker, they 

overlooked a critical fact:  all the training in the world would be of little use if there 

remained a dearth of available jobs.  But War on Poverty discourse assumed that the 

“poor needed services and rehabilitation” more than jobs and money.6  In other words, the 

War on Poverty was a well-intentioned band-aid that ignored the macro economic forces 

of deindustrialization, suburbanization, and post-war political economy.  A more effective 

strategy, under this formulation, would have included direct job creation and income 

supports for the poor.7  The decision to focus on training and service-delivery was the 

result of another mistake, according to Stricker.  By targeting only the poorest 

neighborhoods and communities in the country, the War on Poverty diverted attention 

                                                
4 Ira Katznelson, “Was the Great Society a Lost Opportunity,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 
1930-1980 (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 186. 
5 Ira Katznelson, “Was the Great Society a Lost Opportunity,” in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 
1930-1980 (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989), 187.  Katnznelson, continues that rather than 
solidify itself as an oppositional force to be reckoned with in American politics, by the end of the 1940s it 
was transformed into an interest group constituency outside the political mainstream.  Organized labor in 
the 1940s sought to increase its share of national wealth through negotiations over wages, benefits, and 
working conditions rather than imagine a truly social democratic alternative to American capitalist 
formation.  See Katznelson, 191-192. 
6 Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 38. 
7 Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 36. 
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from the also precarious economic position of the “nearly poor, the working poor, and the 

whole working class.”8 

 The social work scholar William Epstein also calls the War on Poverty a 

monumental failure because the nation failed to take “measurable public action against 

inequality.”9  Even any of the small income advances were the result of economic growth 

or technological innovation, not the successes of social welfare policy.  He argues that the 

fundamental flaw of War on Poverty governmentality was the resolute faith that some of 

America’s worst social problems could be solved through self-help.  The War on Poverty 

relied on a mythology “embellished by the independence and self-invention of good 

American citizens” that denied the “gravity of social problems and erect[ed] substantial 

barriers to change.”10  Conservatives blamed its failure on the fact that it undercut the 

independent, highly motivated individual, while liberals claimed it did promote the ideal 

but that programs were not given enough time or resources to function properly.  In short, 

conservative and liberal critics have operated under the same set of assumptions about the 

primacy of liberal individualism as the most effective antidote to social and economic 

inequality.11  

 Certainly the War on Poverty did not end poverty in America.  This much is true.  

But lost in these contemporary debates is a careful discussion of the governmental 

legacies of the era.  Along with the introduction of programs, the War on Poverty brought 

                                                
8 Frank Stricker, Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It (Chapel Hill:  University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 62. 
9 William Epstein, Democracy Without Decency:  Good Citizenship and the War on Poverty (University 
Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 4. 
10 William Epstein, Democracy Without Decency:  Good Citizenship and the War on Poverty (University 
Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 6. 
11 William Epstein, Democracy Without Decency:  Good Citizenship and the War on Poverty (University 
Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 21. 
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with it a new set of ideas that shape the way Americans talk about race, poverty, urban 

life, and the responsibility of governments and individuals in solving social and economic 

ills.  In short, the War on Poverty produced a discourse that has shaped policy and culture 

into our neoliberal moment.  At the center of this poverty discourse is the belief that 

community-level participation and participatory citizenship is a critical salve to 

inequality.  What I have referred to as War on Poverty governmentality throughout the 

dissertation used the promise of citizen participation to turn disempowered and 

oppositional communities and individuals into normative self-governing subjects who 

were allies of the government in solving social problems.12  This was a two-sided 

proposition.  On the one hand, the inclusion of citizen participation in War on Poverty 

programs represented the successes of grassroots demands for political inclusion during 

the 1960s.  The national Civil Rights Movement and emergent Black Power formations in 

cities demanded expanded inclusion and leadership in their own lives and communities.  

Citizen participation opened space for the realization of those demands.  Indeed, when 

the Model Cities Program was replaced by the Community Development Block Grant 

(CDBG) in 1974, a HUD commissioned study reported that, in spite of shortcomings, 

Model Cities succeeded in “build[ing] new channels of communication” between citizens 

and the government.13     

The CDBG, which expanded eligibility for federal grants to suburbs and more 

prosperous areas of cities, signaled and end of sorts for the spatial and racialized logics of 

                                                
12 In a different context—Mexican immigration—the anthropologist Jonathan Xavier Inda conceptualizes 
to strategies of liberal governmentality as the impulse to make the individual an “entrepreneur unto him or 
herself.”  See, Jonathan Xavier Inda, Targeting Immigrants:  Government, Technology, and Ethics 
(Malden:  Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 15. 
13 Tracy Neuman, “Privatization, Devolution, and Jimmy Carter’s National Urban Policy,” Journal of 
Urban History 40, no. 2 (2013), 288. 
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Model Cities.  By expanding the scope of federal intervention, it also shifted away from 

the participatory tenets of the War on Poverty.14  The urban planning scholar June 

Manning Thomas has argued that both contemporaneous and subsequent scholarly 

evaluations of the Model Cities Program fail to account for the ways in which it was 

successful.  These accounts, which overwhelmingly framed their evaluations through 

planning logics—focusing on innovation, efficient of resource mobilization, federal and 

local coordination, and institutional change—ignore alternative evaluative frameworks.  

For example, if we ask to what degree did the program create space for a “people 

centered” approach to urban development and increased opportunities for community 

empowerment and access to decision-making bodies and municipal jobs, Model Cities 

actually had some successes that need to be recognized.15  If nothing else, she argues it 

“tamed the dragon of insensitive urban renewal,” improved access to political power, and 

codified the expectation of citizen participation in urban planning ever since.16  We 

cannot overlook the fact that citizen participation in many ways was a reflection of the 

power of the political grassroots to affect meaningful change by forcing governmental 

authorities to hear their demands.  This is a central part of the story I have told.   

On the other hand, War on Poverty governmentality has a more pernicious side.  

Citizen participation created discursive boundaries for acceptable forms of political 

expression and activity.  In doing so, it marked all calls for citizen participation outside 
                                                
14 June Manning Thomas, “Model Cities Revisited:  Issues of Race and Empowerment,” in Urban Planning 
and the African American Community:  In the Shadows, ed. June Manning Thomas and Marsha Ritzdorf 
(Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1997), 144. 
15 June Manning Thomas, “Model Cities Revisited:  Issues of Race and Empowerment,” in Urban Planning 
and the African American Community:  In the Shadows, ed. June Manning Thomas and Marsha Ritzdorf 
(Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1997), 148. 
16 June Manning Thomas, “Model Cities Revisited:  Issues of Race and Empowerment,” in Urban Planning 
and the African American Community:  In the Shadows, ed. June Manning Thomas and Marsha Ritzdorf 
(Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1997), 157. 
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the bounds of established political channels as inimical to the operations of liberal 

governance.  In the 1960s and 1970s groups deemed overly “radical” and “political” were 

marginalized in political and public discourse and pushed aside.  Further, these 

designations were imbricated in the racial politics of the era.  Increasingly, “radical” and 

“political” came to be coded in ideas about Blackness and oppositional politics.  This 

closure of the boundaries of normative participation and citizenship erased many of the 

possibilities for racial identity politics and calls for social and economic justice in the 

cities.  Beyond marginalization and exclusion, this era of citizen participation also 

established criteria for normative citizenship and participation.  As I have shown 

throughout, over the life of the War on Poverty and into the 1970s, the normative 

participatory subject was increasingly constructed as self-sufficient, entrepreneurial, and 

cooperative with the mandates of the state.   I argued, particularly in chapter 5, that this 

shift was concomitant to the growing neoliberal shift in global political economy.  This 

has had important implications for urban politics in America. 

 In American cities since the end of the War on Poverty, the federal and local 

governments have applied many of the citizen participation experiments that were 

enacted during the Great Society era.  These programs have also applied the same spatial 

scales used since the postwar era.  In 1978, President Jimmy Carter introduced his own 

comprehensive urban program, which he called “A New Partnership to Conserve 

America’s Communities.”17  However, the ideas in the report were not particularly new.  

It was premised on a private-public cooperation, retrenchment of federal authority, and 

                                                
17 Tracy Neuman, “Privatization, Devolution, and Jimmy Carter’s National Urban Policy,” Journal of 
Urban History 40, no. 2 (2013). 
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the responsibility of citizens and communities to practice “self-help.”18  The New 

Partnership reflected the lessons learned in the citizen participation experiments of the 

War on Poverty.  Carter’s Urban and Regional Policy Group proposed the Neighborhood 

Self-Help Development Fund (NSHD), which awarded grants to “sophisticated” 

community organizations—those with three to five years of neighborhood revitalization 

experience as well as Community Development Corporations—rather than 

“confrontational” grassroots groups that demanded an increased stake in the planning and 

implementation of programs.  Although the NSHD was short lived, it revealed the 

tightened boundaries of citizen participation following the conflicts in the Community 

Action and Model Cities programs.   

 In August 1993, Congress authorized the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act, 

which promised funding for Empowerment Zones (EZ) and Enterprise Communities 

(EC).  The idea for the EZ/EC program—targeted poverty areas eligible for tax incentives 

and services to stimulate business growth and activity—was initially proposed by Ronald 

Reagan, but was blocked by Congress.  When it was officially put into practice in 1993, 

President Bill Clinton said the goal of the program was to “empower people at the 

community level to make the most of their own lives by solving their problems.”19  

Following the precedents established by Nixon-era Community Development 

Corporations and Minority Business Enterprise programs, EZs were designed to be part 

of a “free market” approach to alleviating poverty.  Yet the EZ approach borrowed 

                                                
18 Tracy Neuman, “Privatization, Devolution, and Jimmy Carter’s National Urban Policy,” Journal of 
Urban History 40, no. 2 (2013), 284.  See also W. Dennis Keating, “Federal Policy and Poor Urban 
Neighborhoods,” in Rebuilding Urban Neighborhoods:  Achievements, Opportunities, and Limits, ed. W. 
Dennis Keating and Norman Krumholz (Thousand Oaks, Sage Publications, 1999), 23. 
19 Sarah F. Liebschutz, “Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities:  Reinventing Federalism for 
Distressed Communities,” Publius 25, no. 3 (Summer 1995), 117. 
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heavily from the precedents established by the Model Cities Program.  Much like the 

creation of Model Neighborhoods, the EZs were geographic abstractions that had certain 

demographic and statistical requirements, including that they could not exceed 20 square 

miles and could not have a population above the lower of 200,000 or 10% of the most 

populated city within the area.20  In addition, the program required citizen participation in 

the planning and implementation phases.21  Finally, in ways that echoed the federal 

response to the Watts rebellion in 1965, the real impetus for the program was a 

governmental response to crisis.  In response to the 1992 Los Angeles riots following the 

acquittal of the officers filmed beating Rodney King, the federal government took a 

renewed interest poverty and racial tensions in American cities.   

 The EZ program also illuminated governmental rationalities that called back to 

the War on Poverty.  The Department of Housing and Urban Development attached a set 

of goals, including “achieving or maintaining economic self-support to prevent, reduce, 

or eliminate dependency.”22  It also attached the by now familiar requirement for citizen 

participation.  In order to receive empowerment zone designation, the target area’s plan 

needed to include a plan for “community-based partnerships, involving the participation 

of all segments of the community.”23  A city’s application, according to HUD, would be 

                                                
20 Audrey G. McFarlane, “Empowerment Zones:  Urban Revitalization Through Collaborative Enterprise,” 
Journal of Affordable Housing and Community Development Law 5, no. 1 (Fall 1995), 36.  See also, W. 
Dennis Keating, “Federal Policy and Poor Urban Neighborhoods,” in Rebuilding Urban Neighborhoods:  
Achievements, Opportunities, and Limits, ed. W. Dennis Keating and Norman Krumholz (Thousand Oaks, 
Sage Publications, 1999), 29. 
21 June Manning Thomas, “Model Cities Revisited:  Issues of Race and Empowerment,” in Urban Planning 
and the African American Community:  In the Shadows, ed. June Manning Thomas and Marsha Ritzdorf 
(Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1997), 145. 
22 Audrey G. McFarlane, “Empowerment Zones:  Urban Revitalization Through Collaborative Enterprise,” 
Journal of Affordable Housing and Community Development Law 5, no. 1 (Fall 1995), 41. 
23 Audrey G. McFarlane, “Empowerment Zones:  Urban Revitalization Through Collaborative Enterprise,” 
Journal of Affordable Housing and Community Development Law 5, no. 1 (Fall 1995), 43. 
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judged both by the substance of its plans and “the participation of community residents, 

citizen groups, the private and nonprofit sectors, and local governmental entities.”24  This 

version of citizen participation was very much a product of its time.  Following on the 

supposed excesses of citizen participation during the War on Poverty and neoliberal 

context in which it emerged, citizen participation in the EZ program focused on building 

public-private partnerships with citizens, community groups, governments, and 

business.25  The HUD guidelines for citizen participation took this broad based view of 

citizen participation that required it include “all who have a stake in the future” of the 

designated area, not just those residents and communities victimized by the effects of 

urban poverty.  Finally, to avoid the kinds of conflicts that characterized much of the 

1960s and 1970s, residents participating in the program needed to demonstrate the 

“capacity” to implement plans and work cooperatively with government and business 

representatives. 

 These shifts have become hegemonic in urban governance both at home and 

abroad.  In June 2000 for example, a group of academics, policy makers, mayors, and 

urban planners and architects gathered in Berlin for the Urban21 conference, which 

brought together proponents of neoliberal urban planning and governance.  The papers 

and discussions were published in a report entitled World Report on the Urban Future 21.  

The report rehashed familiar critiques of social welfare policy:  that it was too costly, it 

produced and overburdened and bloated bureaucracy that was incapable of relieving 

                                                
24 Sarah F. Liebschutz, “Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities:  Reinventing Federalism for 
Distressed Communities,” Publius 25, no. 3 (Summer 1995), 120. 
25 Audrey G. McFarlane, “Empowerment Zones:  Urban Revitalization Through Collaborative Enterprise,” 
Journal of Affordable Housing and Community Development Law 5, no. 1 (Fall 1995), 43. 
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poverty, and used cash payouts rather than empowerment as a solution.26  It further 

encouraged cities to abandon welfare state programs and instead institute projects that 

would produce “active and productive citizens” who would not burden state budgets with 

entitlement demands without concomitant work responsibilities.  In order to achieve these 

ends, the report proposed that “education” and “self-help” were key.27   

 Although written some 36 years after the advent of the War on Poverty and 

responding to an entirely new context, the modes of governance proposed in the World 

Report evoked the same language and symbols of the citizen participatory tenets of the 

Community Action and Model Cities programs.  How are we to understand this 

similarity?  Is it a simple and obvious explanation that, of course political officials should 

seek to promote “active and productive” citizens?  Or instead, perhaps these similarities 

help us to draw important connections with these early experiments in citizen 

participation with our current moment of neoliberal hegemony.  As I have shown 

throughout this dissertation, government officials seized on citizen participation as a 

central component of the War on Poverty for many reasons:  to mollify radicalism and 

oppositionality, to create a new cadre of neighborhood and community-level allies in 

urban rehabilitation, and to make good on the promises of American exceptionalism and 

its democratic ideals.  It was more than anything else as I have argued the governmental 

potentialities that made citizen participation such an attractive idea, as it remains in our 

current moment. 

                                                
26 Bob Jesop, “Liberalism, Neoliberalism, and Urban Governance:  A State-Theoretical Perspective,” in 
Spaces of Neoliberalism:  Urban Restructuring in North America and Western Europe, ed. Neil Brenner 
and Nik Theodore (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 118. 
27 Bob Jesop, “Liberalism, Neoliberalism, and Urban Governance:  A State-Theoretical Perspective,” in 
Spaces of Neoliberalism:  Urban Restructuring in North America and Western Europe, ed. Neil Brenner 
and Nik Theodore (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 118. 
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 There is another narrative about post-War on Poverty life running parallel with the 

neoliberalization of urban citizenship and participatory democracy, which I gestured to in 

chapter 5:  the rise of mass incarceration and continued urban decay.  The legal scholar 

Michelle Alexander writes that White backlash against the Civil Rights Movement and 

Black Power, the popularization of law and order rhetoric, and the conservative 

ascendency beginning in earnest in the 1970s and reaching its apogee with the election of 

Ronald Reagan helped to produce a new racial regime, which she calls the “new Jim 

Crow.”28  The literature on mass incarceration is vast and examines the topic using varied 

theoretical and methodological approaches in order to explain the expansion of America’s 

prison population and the wildly disproportionate effect it has had on urban Blacks since 

the 1970s.29   The story that I have told here must account for ways that neoliberal 

governance and the politics of inclusion occurred alongside an increasingly carceral state 

and what the historian Heather Thompson calls the “criminalization of urban space.”30  

We might then, consider these two processes—citizen participation and mass 

incarceration—in tandem.  And this is perfectly logical.  As I have argued throughout 

citizen participation initiatives drew strict boundaries between normative liberal 

citizenship and supposedly radical or criminal political formations.  The carceral state has 

succeeded in punishing those subjects the politics of inclusion could not absorb. 

                                                
28 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow:  Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York:  
The New Press, 2010). 
29 For a useful discussion of the literature on mass incarceration, see Michael Javen Fortner, “The “Silent 
Majority” in Black and White:  Invisibility and Imprecision in the Historiography of Mass Incarceration,” 
Journal of Urban History 40, no. 2 (2014). 
30 Heather Ann Thompson, “Why Mass Incarceration Matters:  Rethinking Crisis, Decline, and 
Transformation in Postwar American History,” The Journal of American History 97, no. 3 (December 
2010), 706. 
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 These two interlocking processes are critical to understanding our current 

moment.  The history of the War on Poverty offers important contextualization and 

provides insights into the development of poverty discourse since the 1960s.  Ours is a 

moment when individual responsibility and state retrenchment are prioritized above all 

else.  Even though the War on Poverty was unsuccessful in eradicating poverty, through 

its experiments in citizen participation, it helped to establish the terms and categories we 

use to explain its causes and propose strategies to fight it.  That is the ultimate legacy of 

the War on Poverty.



 

 372 

Works Cited 
 
Archival Sources: 
 
National Archives and Records Management, College Park, Maryland 
Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Archive, Austin, Texas 
Richard Nixon Library and Archive, Yorba Linda, California 
Seattle Municipal Archive, Seattle, Washington 
University of Washington Special Collections, Seattle, Washington 
 
Secondary Sources: 
 
A Little Noticed Revolution:  An Oral History of the Model Cities Program and Its 

Transition to the Community Development Block Grant, ed. John Sasso and 
Priscilla Foley.  Berkeley:  University of California Berkeley Public Policy Press, 
2005.   

 
Agee, Christopher Lowen.  The Streets of San Francisco:  Policing and the Creation of a 

Cosmopolitan Liberal Politics, 1950-1972.  Chicago:  University of Chicago 
Press, 2014.   

 
Alexander, Michelle.  The New Jim Crow:  Mass Incarceration in the Age of 

Colorblindness.  New York:  The New Press, 2010.   
 
Allen, Robert.  Black Awakening in Capitalist America:  An Analytic History.  New 

York:  Anchor Books, 1969.   
 
Almaguer, Tomas.  Racial Fault Lines:  The Origins of White Supremacy in Southern 

California.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008. 
 
Alvarez, Luis.  The Power of the Zoot:  Youth Culture and Resistance During World War 

II.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008. 
 
Arnstein, Sherry.  “Maximum Feasible Manipulation.”  Public Administration Review 32 

(September 1972):  377-390. 
 
Avila, Eric.  Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight:  Fear and Fantasy in Suburban 

Los Angeles.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2004.   
 
Bachin, Robin.  Building the South Side:  Urban Space and Civic Culture in Chicago, 

1890-1919.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2004. 
 
Bailey, Martha J. and Sheldon Danziger.  “Legacies of the War on Poverty.”  In Legacies 

of the War on Poverty.  New York:  Russell Sage Foundation, 2013.



 

 

373 

   
Baldwin, Bridgette.  “In the Shadow of the Gun:  The Black Panther Party, the Ninth 

Amendment, and Discourses of Self-Defense.”  In In Search of the Black Panther 
Party:  New Perspectives on a Revolutionary Movement, ed. Jama Lazerow and 
Yohuru Williams.  Durham:  Duke University Press, 2006.   

 
Bauman, Robert.  Race and the War on Poverty:  From Watts to East L.A.  Norman:  

University of Oklahoma Press, 2008. 
 
 Baxandall, Rosalyn.  “The New Politics of Participatory Democracy Viewed Through a 

Feminist Lens.”  In The Great Society and the High Tide of Liberalism, ed. 
Sidney M. Milkis and Jerome M. Mileur.  Amherst:  University of Massachusetts 
Press, 2005. 

 
Beauregard, Robert.  Voices of Decline:  The Postwar Fate of US Cities.  New York:  

Routledge, 2003.   
 
Berglund, Barbara.  Making San Francisco American:  Cultural Frontiers in the Urban 

West, 1846-1906.  Lawrence:  University of Kansas Press, 2007.   
 
Berry, Jeffrey M., Kent E. Portney, Ken Thomson.  The Rebirth of Urban Democracy.  

Washington D.C:  The Brookings Institute, 1993.   
 
Biondi, Martha.  To Stand and Fight:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Postwar New York 

City.  Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2003.   
 
Black, Adina.  “Parent Power:  Evelina Lopez Antonetty, the United Bronx Parents, and 

the War on Poverty.”  In The War on Poverty:  A New Grassroots History, 1964-
1980, ed. Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle Hazijiran.  Athens:  University of 
Georgia Press, 2011.   

 
Bloom, Joshua and Waldo E. Martin Jr.  Black Against Empire:  The History and Politics 

of the Black Panther Party.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2013.   
 
Brenner, Neil and Nik Theodore.  “Cities and the Geographies of ‘Actually Existing 

Neoliberalism.’”  In Spaces of Neoliberalism:  Urban Restructuring in North 
America and Western Europe, ed. Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore.  Oxford:  
Blackwell Publishing, 2002.   

 
Brilliant, Mark.  The Color of America Has Changed:  How Racial Diversity Shaped 

Civil Rights Reform in California, 1941-1978.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 
2010.   

 
Brinkley, Alan.  The End of Reform:  New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War.  New 

York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1995. 



 

 

374 

 
________.  “The New Deal and the Idea of the State.”  In The Rise and Fall of the New 

Deal Order, 1930-1980, ed. Gary Gerstle and Steve Fraser.  Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 1989.   

 
Brooks, Charlotte.  Alien Neighbors, Foreign Friends:  Asian Americans, Housing, and 

the Transformation of Urban California.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 
2009. 

 
Brown, Elizabeth.  “Race, Urban Governance, and Crime Control:  Creating Model 

Cities.”  Law and Society Review 44, no. 3/4 (2010):  769-804. 
 
Brown, Michael K.  Race, Money, and the American Welfare State.  Ithaca:  Cornell 

University Press, 1999.   
 
Brown, Richard Harvey and Beth Davis-Brown.  “The Making of Memory:  The Politics 

of Archives, Libraries, and Museums in the Construction of National 
Knowledge.”  History of the Human Sciences 11, no. 4 (November 1998):  17-32. 

 
Brown, Scot.  Fighting for US:  Maulana Karenga, the US Organization, and Black 

Cultural Nationalism.  New York:  New York University Press, 2003. 
 
Brown, Wendy.  States of Injury:  Power and Freedom in Late Modernity.  Princeton:  

Princeton University Press, 1995. 
 
________.  “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy.”  Theory and Event 7, no. 

1 (2003):  1-42.   
 
Canaday, Margot.  The Straight State:  Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century 

America.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2009.   
 
Catlin, Robert.  Racial Politics and Urban Planning:  Gary, Indiana, 1980-1989.  

Lexington:  The University Press of Kentucky, 1993.   
 
Catton, Philip.  “Counter-Insurgency and Nation-Building:  The Strategic Hamlet 

Programme in South Vietnam, 1961-1963.  The International History Review 21, 
no. 4 (December 1999):  918-940. 

 
Cazenave, Noel.  Impossible Democracy:  The Unlikely Success of the War on Poverty 

Community Action Programs.  Albany:  State University of New York Press, 
2007.   

 
Chang, David.  The Color of the Land:  Race, Nation, and the Politics of Land Ownership 

in Oklahoma, 1832-1929.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2010.   
 



 

 

375 

Churchill, Robert R.  “Urban Cartography and the Mapping of Chicago.”  Geographical 
Review 94, no. 1 (January 2004):  1-22. 

 
Clark, Kenneth.  Dark Ghetto:  Dilemmas of Social Power.  New York:  Harper and Row 

Publishers, 1965.  
 
“Community Development Corporations:  A New Approach to the Poverty Problem.”  

Harvard Law Review 82, no. 3 (January 1969):  644-667.  
 
Connolly, Nathan.  A World More Concrete:  Real Estate and the Remaking of Jim Crow 

South Florida.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2014.   
 
Countryman, Matthew.  “From Protest to Politics:  Community Control and Black 

Independent Politics in Philadelphia, 1965-1984.”  The Journal of Urban History 
32, no. 6 (September 2006):  813-861. 

 
Cruikshank, Barbara.  The Will to Empower:  Democratic Citizens and Other Subjects.  

Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1999.   
 
Davies, Tom Adam.  “Black Power in Action:  The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration, 

Robert F. Kennedy, and the Politics of the Urban Crisis.  The Journal of American 
History 100, no. 3 (December 2013):  736-760. 

 
Davis, Mike.  City of Quartz:  Excavating the Future in Los Angeles.  London:  Verso, 

1990.   
 
Dean, Mitchell.  Governmentality:  Power and Rule in Modern Society.  London:  Sage 

Publications, 1999.   
 
Demirturk, E. Lale.  “Writing the Urban Discourse into the Black Ghetto Imaginary:  

Louis Meriwethers’ Daddy Was a Number Runner.  The Southern Literary 
Journal 39, no. 1 (Fall 2006):  71-82. 

 
Duggan, Lisa.  The Twilight of Equality?:  Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics and the 

Attack on Democracy.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 2003.   
 
Elwood, Sarah.  “Beyond Cooptation or Resistance:  Urban Spatial Politics, Community 

Organizations, GIS-Based Spatial Narratives.”  Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 96, no. 2 (June 2006):  323-341. 

 
Epstein, William.  Democracy Without Decency:  Good Citizenship and the War on 

Poverty.  University Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010.   
 
Ethington, Philip.  The Public City:  The Political Construction of Urban Life in San 

Francisco, 1850-1900.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1994. 



 

 

376 

 
Fairbanks, Robert.  The War on Slums in the Southwest:  Public Housing and Slum 

Clearance in Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico, 1936-1965.  Philadelphia:  
Temple University Press, 2014.   

 
Fairfield, John D.  The Public and Its Possibilities:  Triumphs and Tragedies in the 

American City.  Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 2010.   
 
Fergus, Devin.  Liberalism, Black Power, and the Making of American Politics, 1965-

1980.  Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 2009. 
 
Ferguson, Karen.  Top Down:  The Ford Foundation, Black Power, and the Reinvention 

of Racial Liberalism.  Philadelphia:  The University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013.   
 
Fernandez, Lilia.  “Urban History and the Construction of Social Difference.”  Journal of 

Urban History, 9 April 2015, DOI:  10.1177/0096144215579383 
 
Flamm, Michael.  Law and Order:  Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and the Crisis of 

Liberalism in the 1960s.  New York:  Columbia University Press, 2005. 
 
Fortner, Michael Javen.  “The ‘Silent Majority’ in Black and White:  Invisibility and 

Imprecision in the Historiography of Mass Incarceration.  The Journal of Urban 
History 40, no. 2 (2014):  252-282. 

 
Foucault, Michel.  “Society Must be Defended,”  Lectures at the College de France, 

1975-76.  New York:  Picador, 1997. 
 
________.  The History of Sexuality:  Volume I:  An Introduction.  New York:  Vintage 

Books, 1978.   
 
________.  The Birth of Biopolitics, Lectures at the College de France, 1978-1979.  New 

York:  Palgrave, 2008.   
 
Fraser, Steve.  “The Labor Question.”  In The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 

1930-1980, ed. Gary Gerstle and Steve Fraser.  Princeton:  Princeton University 
Press, 1989.   

 
Gans, Marshall and Kahn Kaplan.  The Model Cities Program:  The Planning Process in 

Atlanta, Seattle, and Dayton.  New York:  Praeger Publishers, 1970.   
 
Gerstle, Gary and Steve Fraser.  “Introduction.”  In The Rise and Fall of the New Deal 

Order, 1930-1980, ed. Gary Gerstle and Steve Fraser.  Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 1989.   

 



 

 

377 

Glasgow, Douglas.  “Sons of Watts.”  In Black Power in the Belly of the Beast, ed. 
Judson Jeffries.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 2006.   

 
Goldstein, Alyosha.  Poverty in Common:  The Politics of Community Action During the 

American Century.  Durham:  Duke University Press, 2012.   
 
Gordon, Colin.  “Governmental Rationality:  An Introduction.”  In The Foucault Effect:  

Studies in Governmentality, ed. Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter 
Miller.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1991.   

 
Gordon, Linda.  Pitied But Not Entitled:  Single Mothers and the History of Welfare.  

Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1994.   
 
Greenstone, J. David and Paul Peterson.  “Introduction:  Participation in the War on 

Poverty.”  In Race and Authority in Urban Politics:  Community Participation 
and the War on Poverty, ed. J. David Greenstone and Paul Peterson.  New York:  
Russell Sage Foundation, 1973.   

 
Gregory, Steven.  Black Corona:  Race and the Politics of Place in an Urban 

Community.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1998.   
 
Guha, Ranajit.  “The Prose of Counter-Insurgency.”  In Subaltern Studies II:  Writings on 

South Asian History and Society, ed. Ranajit Guha.  Oxford:  Oxford University 
Press, 1983.   

 
Hackworth, Jason.  The Neoliberal City:  Governance, Ideology, and Development in 

American Urbanism.  Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 2006.   
 
Hall, Stuart, Chas Critcher, Tony Jefferson, Brian Roberts.  Policing the Crisis:  

Mugging, the State, and Law and Order.  London:  MacMillan, 1978. 
 
Halpern, Robert.  Rebuilding the Inner City:  A History of Neighborhood Initiatives in the 

United States.  New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995.   
 
Hanhardt, Christine.  Safe Space:  Gay Neighborhood History and the Politics of 

Violence.  Durham:  Duke University Press, 2013.   
 
Harley, J.B.  “Maps, Knowledge, and Power.”  In The Iconography of Landscape:  

Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design, and Use of Past Environments, 
ed. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University 
Press, 1988. 

 
Harney, Stefano and Fred Moten.  The Undercommons:  Fugitive Planning and Black 

Study.  New York:  Autonomedia, 2013.   
 



 

 

378 

Harrington, Michael.  The Other America:  Poverty in the United States.  New York:  
MacMillan, 1962. 

 
Harvey, David.  A Brief History of Neoliberalism.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 

2005.   
 
Haus, Michael and Hubert Heinelt.  “How to Achieve Governability at the Local Level?:  

Theoretical and Conceptual Considerations on a Complementarity of Urban 
Leadership and Community Involvement.”  In Urban Governance and 
Democracy:  Leadership and Community Involvement, ed. Michael Haus, Hubert 
Heinelt, and Murray Stewart.  London.  Routledge, 2005.   

 
Hayes, Edward.  Power Structure and Urban Policy:  Who Rules Oakland?  New York:  

McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1972.   
 
Heap, Chad.  Slumming:  Sexual and Racial Encounters in American Nightlife, 1885-

1940.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2009.   
 
Hill, Laura Warren and Julia Rabig.  “Toward a History of the Business of Black Power.”  

In The Business of Black Power:  Community Development, Capitalism, and 
Corporate Responsibility in Postwar America, ed. Laura Warren Hill and Julia 
Rabig.  Rochester:  University of Rochester Press, 2012. 

 
Hirsch, Arnold.  Making the Second Ghetto:  Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960.  

Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1983.   
 
Hock, Jennifer.  “Bulldozers, Busing, and Boycotts:  Urban Renewal and the 

Integrationist Project.”  The Journal of Urban History 39, no. 3 (May 2013):  433-
453.   

 
Holliman, Irene V.  “From Crackertown to Model City?:  Urban Renewal and 

Community Building in Atlanta, 1963-1966.”  The Journal of Urban History 35, 
no. 3 (March 2009):  369-386. 

 
Hollinger, Robert.  The Dark Side of Liberalism:  Elitism vs. Democracy.  Westport:  

Praeger, 1996. 
 
Horne, Gerald.  Fire This Time:  The Watts Uprising and the 1960s.  Charlottesville:  

University Press of Virginia, 1995. 
 
Hosang, Daniel Martinez.  Racial Propositions:  Ballot Initiatives and the Making of 

Postwar California.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010. 
 
Inda, Jonathan Xavier.  Targeting Immigrants:  Government, Technology, and Ethics.  

Malden:  Blackwell Publishing, 2006. 



 

 

379 

 
Isenberg, Alison.  Downtown America:  A History of the Place and the People Who Made 

It.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2004.   
 
Isserman, Maurice and Michael Kazin.  “The Failure and Success of the New 

Radicalism.”  In The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-1980, ed. Steve 
Fraser and Gary Gerstle.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1989.   

 
Jackson, Kenneth.  Crabgrass Frontier:  The Suburbanization of the United States.  

Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1985. 
 
Jacobson, Matthew Frye.  Whiteness of a Different Color:  European Immigrants and the 

Alchemy of Race.  Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1999.   
 
James, Judson.  “Federalism and the Model Cities Experiment.”  Publius 2, no. 1 (Spring 

1972):  69-94. 
 
Jeffries, Judson.  “A Retrospective Look at the Black Power Movement.”  In Black 

Power in the Belly of the Beast, ed. Judson Jeffries.  Urbana:  University of 
Illinois Press, 2006.   

 
Jesop, Bob.  “Liberalism, Neoliberalism, and Urban Governance:  A State-Theoretical 

Perspective.”  In Spaces of Neoliberalism:  Urban Restructuring in North 
American and Western Europe, ed. Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore.  Oxford:  
Blackwell Publishing, 2002.   

 
Johnson, Kimberly.  “Community Development Corporations, Participation, and 

Accountability:  The Harlem Urban Development Corporation and the Bedford-
Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation.”  Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 594 (July 2004):  109-124.   

 
Johnson, Walter.  “On Agency.”  Journal of Social History 37, no. 1 (Fall 2003):  113-

124. 
 
Joseph, Miranda.  Against the Romance of Community.  Minneapolis:  University of 

Minnesota Press, 2002.   
 
Joyce, Patrick.  The Rule of Freedom:  Liberalism and the Modern City.  New York:  

Verso, 2003. 
 
Katz, Michael.  In the Shadow of the Poorhouse:  A Social History of Welfare in 

America.  New York:  Basic Books, 1986. 
 



 

 

380 

Katznelson, Ira.  “Was the Great Society a Lost Opportunity.”  In The Rise and Fall of 
the New Deal Order, 1930-1980, ed. Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle.  Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 1989.  

 
Keating, W. Dennis.  “Federal Policy and Poor Urban Neighborhoods.”  In Rebuilding 

Urban Neighborhoods:  Achievements, Opportunities, and Limits, ed. W. Dennis 
Keating and Norman Krumholz.  Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 1999. 

 
_______ and Janet Smith.  “Past Federal Policy for Urban Neighborhoods.”  In 

Revitalizing Urban Neighborhoods, ed. W. Dennis Keating, Norman Krumholz, 
and Philip Star.  Lawrence:  University of Kansas Press, 1996.   

 
Kekes, John.  Against Liberalism.  Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1997. 
 
Kelley, Robin D.G.  Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional!:  Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban 

America.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 1997.   
 
________.  Freedom Dreams:  The Black Radical Imagination.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 
2002.   
 
________ and Elizabeth Esch.  “Black Like Mao:  Red China and Black Revolution.”  
Souls 1, no. 4 (1999):  6-41.   
 
________.  “Toward a Decolonial Democracy?:  Cold War, Neoliberal Violence and the 
Struggle to End War.” Toni Morrison Lecture, “Mike Brown’s Body:  Meditations on 
War, Race and Democracy,” Princeton University, 15 April 2015.   
 
Kessler-Harris, Alice.  In Pursuit of Equity:  Women, Men, and the Quest for Economic 

Citizenship.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2001.   
 
Klingle, Matthew.  Emerald City:  An Environmental History of Seattle.  New Haven:  

Yale University Press, 2007. 
 
Kotlowski, Dean.  “Black Power—Nixon Style:  The Nixon Administration and Minority 

Business Enterprise.”  The Business History Review 72, no. 3 (Autumn 1998):   
 
Kramer, Paul.  The Blood of Government:  Race, Empire, the United States, and the 

Philippines.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2005.   
 
Kravitz, Sanford and Ferne K. Kolodner.  “Community Action:  Where Has it Been?  

Where Will It Go?”  Annals of the Academy of Political and Social Sciences 385 
(September 1969):  30-40. 

 
Kurashige, Scott.  The Shifting Grounds of Race:  Black and Japanese Americans and the 

Making of Multiethnic Los Angeles.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2008. 



 

 

381 

 
Kwak, Nancy H.  A World of Homeowners:  American Power and the Politics of Housing 

Aid.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2015 forthcoming. 
 
Lai, Clement.  “The Racial Triangulation of Space:  The Case of Urban Renewal in San 

Francisco’s Filmore District.”  Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 120, no. 1 (2012):  151-170. 

 
Lassiter, Matthew.  The Silent Majority:  Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South.  

Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2006.   
 
Latham, Michael.  “Redirecting the Revolution?:  The USA and the Failure of Nation-

Building in South Vietnam.”  Third World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006):  27-41. 
 
Lee, Erika.  At America’s Gates:  Chinese Immigration During the Exclusion Era, 1882-

1943.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2007. 
 
Lee, Shelley Sang-Hee.  Claiming the Oriental Gateway:  Prewar Seattle and Japanese 

America.  Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 2011. 
 
Lee, Sonia Song-Ha.  Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement:  Puerto Ricans, African 

Americans and the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City.  Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 2014.   

 
Lemke, Thomas.  “The birth of bio-politics’:  Michel Foucault’s Lectures at the College 

de France on neo-liberal governmentality.”  Economy and Society 30, no. 2 
(2001):  190-207.   

 
Leonard, Kevin.  The Battle For Los Angeles:  Racial Ideology and World War II.  

Albuquerque:  University of New Mexico Press, 2006. 
 
Liebschutz, Sarah F.  “Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities:  Reinventing 

Federalism for Distressed Communities.  Publius 25, no. 3 (Summer 1995):  117-
132. 

 
Lin, Jan.  The Power of Urban Ethnic Places:  Cultural Heritage and Community Life.  

New York:  Routledge, 2011.   
 
Lipsitz, George.  “The Racialization of Space and the Spatialization of Race:  Theorizing 

the Hidden Architecture of Landscape.”  Landscape Journal 26, no. 1 (2007):  10-
23. 

 
Lombardo, Timothy.  “Making Urban Citizens:  Civility and Civic Virtue in the Modern 

Metropolis.”  The Journal of Urban History 41, no 1. (2015):  143-151. 
 



 

 

382 

Lowe, Lisa.  Immigrant Acts:  On Asian American Cultural Politics.  Durham:  Duke 
University Press, 1996.    

 
Lucks, Daniel.  Selma to Saigon:  The Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War.  

Lexington:  University Press of Kentucky, 2014.     
 
Lui, Mary Ting Yi.  The Chinatown Trunk Mystery:  Murder, Miscegenation, and Other 

Dangerous Encounters in Turn-of-the-Century New York.  Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 2005.   

 
MacFarlane, Audrey G.  “Empowerment Zones:  Urban Revitalization Through 

Collaborative Enterprise.”  Journal of Affordable Housing and Community 
Development Law 5, no. 1 (Fall 1995):  35-53.   

 
Macias, Anthony.  “Bringing Music to the People:  Race, Urban Culture, and Municipal 

Politics in Postwar Los Angeles.”  American Quarterly 56, no. 3 (September 
2004):  693-717. 

 
Marshall, Sue and David H. Swinton.  “Federal Government Policy in Black Community 

Revitalization.”  In The State of the Black Economy:  Issues in Community 
Revitalization, ed. Lloyd Hogan.  New Brunswick:  Transaction Books, 1980. 

 
Mason, Robert.  Richard Nixon and the Quest for a New Majority.  Chapel Hill:  

University of North Carolina Press, 2004. 
 
Massey, Douglas and S. and Nancy A. Denton.  American Apartheid:  Segregation and 

the Making of the Underclass.  Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1993.   
 
McGirr, Lisa.  Suburban Warriors:  The Origins of the New Right.  Princeton:  Princeton 

University Press, 2002. 
 
McLaughlin, Malcolm.  “The Pied Piper of the Ghetto:  Lyndon Johnson, Environmental 

Justice, and the Politics of Rat Control.”  Journal of American History 37, no. 4 
(July 2011):  541-561.   

 
Mehta, Uday.  “Liberal Strategies of Exclusion.”  Politics and Society 18, no. 4 

(December 1990):  427-454.   
 
Meyer, Bruce D. and James L. Sullivan.  “Winning the War:  Poverty From the Great 

Society to the Great Recession.”  Brookings Papers on Economic Activity (2012):  
133-200.   

 
Milkis, Sidney.  “Lyndon Johnson, the Great Society, and the “Twilight” of the Modern 

Presidency.”  In The Great Society and the High Tide of Liberalism, ed. Sidney 



 

 

383 

M. Milkis and Jerome M. Mileur.  Amherst:  University of Massachusetts Press, 
2004. 

 
Moynihan, Daniel Patrick.  The Negro Family:  The Case for National Action.  

Washington D.C:  United States Department of Labor, Office of Policy Planning 
and Research, 1965.   

 
________.  “Urban Conditions:  General.”  Annals of the American Academy of Political 

and Social Sciences 371, no. 1 (May 1967):  159-177. 
 
Muhammad, Khalil Gibran.  The Condemnation of Blackness:  Race, Crime, and the 

Making of Modern Urban America.  Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2010. 
 
Mullins, Paul R. and Lewis C. Jones.  “Archaeologies of Race and Urban Poverty:  The 

Politics of Slumming, Engagement, and the Color Line.”  Historical Archaeology 
45, no. 1 (2011):  33-50. 

 
Murch, Donna.  Living for the City:  Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black 

Panther Party in Oakland, California.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina 
Press, 2010.   

 
National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders.  New York:  Bantam Books, 1968.   
 
Nelson, Alondra.  Body and Soul:  The Black Panther Party and the Fight Against 

Medical Discrimination.  Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2011.   
 
Neuman, Tracy.  “Privatization, Devolution, and Jimmy Carter’s National Urban Policy.”  

The Journal of Urban History 40, no. 2 (2014):  283-300. 
 
Ngai, Mae.  Impossible Subjects:  Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America.  

Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2004. 
 
Novak, William.  The People’s Welfare:  Law and Regulation in Nineteenth-Century 

America.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996.   
 
O’Connor, Alice.  Poverty Knowledge:  Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in 

Twentieth-Century U.S.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001.   
 
Ogbar, Jeffrey O.G.  Black Power:  Radical Politics and African American Identity.  

Baltimore:  The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004. 
 
Omi, Michael and Howard Winant.  Racial Formation in the United States:  From the 

1960s to the 1990s.  New York:  Routledge, 1986.   
 



 

 

384 

Orleck, Annelise.  Storming Caesar’s Palace:  How Black Mothers Fought Their Own 
War on Poverty.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 2005. 

 
________.  “Introduction:  The War on Poverty from the Grassroots Up.”  In The War on 

Poverty:  A New Grassroots History, ed. Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle 
Hazirjian.  Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 2011.  

 
Oropeza, Lorena.  Raza Si! Guerro No!:  Chicano Protest and Patriotism During the Viet 

Nam War Era.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2005. 
 
Pascoe, Peggy.  What Comes Naturally:  Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in 

America.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2010. 
 
Pinkney, Alphonso and Roger Woock.  Poverty and Politics in Harlem:  Report on 

Project Uplift, 1965.  New Haven:  College and University Press, 1970.   
 
Piven, Frances Fox and Richard Cloward.  Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public 

Welfare.  New York:  Pantheon Books, 1971. 
 
Prakash, Gyan.  “Subaltern Studies as Postcolonial Criticism.”  The American Historical 

Review 99, no. 5 (December 1994):  1475-1490. 
 
Pulido, Laura.  Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left:  Radical Activism in Los Angeles.  

Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2006. 
 
Purnell, Brian.  “Drive Awhile for Freedom:  Brooklyn CORE’s 1964 Stall-In and Public 

Discourses on Protest and Violence.”  In Groundwork:  Local Black Freedom 
Movements in America, ed. Jeanne Theoharis and Komozi Woodard.  New York:  
New York University Press, 2005.   

 
_______.  “What We Need is Brick and Mortar”:  Race, Gender, and Early Leadership of 

the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation.”  In The Business of Black 
Power:  Community Development, Capitalism, and Corporate Responsibility in 
Postwar America, ed. Laura Warren Hill and Julia Rabig.  Rochester:  University 
of Rochester Press, 2012. 

 
Quadagno, Jill.  The Color of Welfare:  How Racism Undermined the War on Poverty.  

Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1994.   
 
Raco, Mike.  “Assessing Community Participation in Local Economic Development—

Lessons for the New Urban Policy.”  Political Geography 19 (2000):  573-599. 
 
Ransby, Barbara.  Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement:  A Radical Democratic 

Vision.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2003.   
 



 

 

385 

Rasmussen, Chris.  “A Web of Tension:  The 1967 Protests in New Brunswick, New 
Jersey.”  The Journal of Urban History 40, no. 1 (2014):  137-157.   

 
Rein, Martin.  “Social Planning:  The Search for Legitimacy.”  The Journal of the 

American Institute of Planners 35, no. 4 (1969):  233-244. 
 
Renda, Mary.  Taking Haiti:  Military Occupation and the Culture of Imperialism, 1915-

1940.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2001.   
 
Rhomberg, Chris.  No There There:  Race, Class, and Political Community in Oakland.  

Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2004.   
 
Ribero, Alyssa.  “A Period of Turmoil”:  Pittsburgh’s April 1968 Riots and Their 

Aftermath.”  The Journal of Urban History 39, no. 2 (March 2013):  147-171. 
 
Rich, Michael.  “Targeting Federal Grants:  The Community Development Exercise, 

1950-1986.”  Publius 21, no. 1 (Winter 1991):  29-49. 
 
Roediger, David.  Wages of Whiteness:  Race and the Making of the Modern Working 

Class.  New York:  Verso, 1999. 
 
________ and Elizabeth Esch.  The Production of Difference:  Race and the Management 

of Labor in U.S. History.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2012.   
 
Rose, Nikolas.  Powers of Freedom:  Reframing Political Thought.  Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press, 1999. 
 
________, Pat O’Malley, Mariana Valverde.  “Governmentality.”  The Annual Review of 

Law and Sciences 2 (2006):  83-104.   
 
________.  “Governing ‘Advanced’ Liberal Democracies.”  In Foucault and Political 

Reason:  Liberalism, Neo-Liberalism and Rationalities of Government, ed. 
Andrew Barry, Thomas Osborn, Nikolas Rose.  Chicago:  University of Chicago 
Press, 1996.   

 
Rosemblatt, Karin Alejandra.  “Other Americas:  Transnationalism, Scholarship, and the 

Culture of Poverty in Mexico and the United States.”  Hispanic American 
Historical Review 89, no. 4 (2009):  603-641. 

 
Sanders, Jeffrey.  Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability:  Inventing Ecotopia.  

Pittsburgh:  University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010.   
 
Schlesinger, Arthur.  “The City in American History.”  The Mississippi Historical Review 

27, no. 1 (June 1940):  43-66.   
 



 

 

386 

Schmidt, Ronald Jr.  This is the City:  Making Model Citizens in Los Angeles.  
Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2005.   

 
Schulman, Bruce.  The Seventies:  The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and 

Politics.  New York:  The Free Press, 2001.   
 
Scott, James.  Seeing Like a State:  How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 

Condition Have Failed (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1988).   
 
Self, Robert.  American Babylon:  Race and Struggle for Postwar Oakland.  Princeton:  

Princeton University Press, 2003.   
 
________.  “The Black Panther Party and the Long Civil Rights Era.”  In In Search of the 

Black Panther Party:  New Perspectives on a Revolutionary Movement, ed. Jama 
Lazerow and Yohuru Williams.  Durham:  Duke University Press, 2006.   

 
Shah, Nayan.  Contagious Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown.  

Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2001.   
 
________.  Stranger Intimacy:  Contesting Race, Sexuality, and the Law in the North 

American West.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2011. 
 
Singh, Nikhil Pal.  Black is a Country:  Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy.  

Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2004.   
 
________.  “Liberalism.”  In Keywords for American Cultural Studies, ed. Bruce Burgett 

and Glenn Hendler.  New York:  New York University Press, 2007.   
 
Skocpol, Theda.  Protecting Soldiers and Mothers:  The Political Origins of Social 

Policy in the United States.  Cambridge:  Belknap, 1992.   
 
Small, Mario Luis, David J. Harding, Michele Lamont.  “Reconsidering Culture and 

Poverty.”  Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 629, 
no. 6 (May 2010):  6-27. 

 
Smith, Neil.  Uneven Development:  Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space.  

Oxford:  Basil Blackwell, 1984. 
 
Spencer, Robyn Ceanne.  “Inside the Panther Revolution:  The Black Freedom 

Movement and the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California.  In Groundwork:  
Local Black Freedom Movements in America, ed. Jeanne Theoharis and Komozi 
Woodard.  New York:  New York University Press, 2005.   

 



 

 

387 

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty.  “Can the Subaltern Speak?”  In Marxism and the 
Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg.  London:  
MacMillan, 1988.   

 
Stewart, Geoffrey C.  “Hearts, Minds, and Cong Dan Vu.”  Journal of Vietnamese 

Studies 6, no. 3 (Fall 2011):  44-100. 
 
Stoler, Ann.  “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance.”  Archival Science 2, no. 1-

2 (March 2002):  87-109. 
 
Strange, John.  “Citizen Participation in Community Action and Model Cities Programs.”  

Public Administration Review 32 (October 1972):  655-669. 
 
Stricker, Frank.  Why America Lost the War on Poverty—And How to Win It.  Chapel 

Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2007. 
 
Sundquist, James L.  Politics and Policy:  The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Years.  

Washington D.C:  The Brookings Institute, 1968. 
 
________.  Making Federalism Work:  A Study of Program Coordination at the 

Community Level.  Washington D.C:  The Brookings Institute, 1969. 
 
Sugrue, Thomas.  The Origins of the Urban Crisis:  Race and Inequality in Postwar 

Detroit.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1996.   
 
________.  Sweet Land of Liberty:  The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North.  

New York:  Random House, 2008. 
 
Tabili, Laura.  “Race is a Relationship, Not a Thing.”  Journal of Social History 37, no. 1 

(2003):  125-130.   
 
Takaki, Ronald.  Iron Cages:  Race and Culture in Nineteenth Century America.  New 

York:  Alfred Knopf, 1979. 
 
Taylor, Quintard.  The Forging of a Black Community:  Seattle’s Central District From 

the 1870s Through the Civil Rights Era.  Seattle:  University of Washington 
Press, 1994. 

 
The Black Panthers Speak:  The Manifesto of the Party, ed. Philip Foner.  Philadelphia:  

Lippincott, 1970.   
 
Thomas, June Manning.  “Model Cities Revisited:  Issues of Race and Empowerment.”  

In Urban Planning and the African American Community:  In the Shadows, ed. 
June Manning Thomas and Marsha Ritzdorf.  Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications, 
1997.   



 

 

388 

 
Thomas, Paul.  “State.”  In Keywords for American Cultural Studies, ed. Bruce Burgett 

and Glenn Hendler.  New York:  New York University Press, 2007.   
 
Thompson, Heather Ann.  Whose Detroit?:  Politics, Labor, and Race in a Modern 

American City.  Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 2001. 
 
________.  “Why Mass Incarceration Matters:  Rethinking Crisis, Decline, and 

Transformation in Postwar American History.”  The Journal of American History 
97, no. 3 (December 2010):  703-734 

 
Tsuchiya, Kazuyo.  Reinventing Citizenship:  Black Los Angeles:  Korean Kawasaki, and 

Community Participation.  Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2014.   
 
Tyler, Bruce.  “Black Radicalism in Southern California, 1950-1982.”  PhD diss., 

University of California, Los Angeles, 1983.   
 
Varzally, Allison.  Making a Non-White America:  California Coloring Outside Ethnic 

Lines, 1925-1955.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2008. 
 
Venkatesh, Sudhir.  “Chicago’s Pragmatic Planners:  American Sociology and the Myth 

of Community.”  Social Science History 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001):  275-317. 
 
W.E.B. Du Bois on Sociology and the Black Community, ed. Dan Green and Edwin 

Driver.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1978. 
 
Wiese, Andrew.  Places of Our Own:  African American Suburbanization in the 

Twentieth Century.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2004.   
 
Widener, Daniel.  Black Arts West:  Culture and Struggle in Postwar Los Angeles.  

Durham:  Duke University Press, 2010.   
 
Wilder, Craig.  A Covenant With Color:  Race and Social Power in Brooklyn.  New 

York:  Columbia University Press, 2000. 
 
Young, Marilyn.  The Vietnam Wars:  1945-1990.  New York:  HarperCollins, 1991.   
 
Yu, Henry.  Thinking Orientals:  Migration, Contact, and Exoticism in Modern America.  

Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2001.   
 
Zipp, Samuel.  “The Roots and Routes of Urban Renewal.”  The Journal of Urban 

History 39, no. 3 (2012):  366-391.   
 




