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The Great Society:  Breaking with the Status Quo in the Postwar Era

For twenty years from the eve of World War II through the early 1960s, American social policy was essentially frozen in place. A comfortable status quo prevailed, in which core New Deal programs were maintained and sometimes expanded, but no new major reforms were attempted. With its huge lead over Republicans among registered voters, the Democrats had an apparently permanent hold on Congress--not once between 1954 and 1980 would Republicans control either Senate or House. Beyond this quantifiable, numerical superiority, the Democrats had a considerable advantage in cultural terms. At every possible opportunity they could evoke the mythic presence of Franklin Roosevelt, "Dr. New Deal" who became "Dr. Win-the-War." The Republicans, on the other hand, had no credible 20th century leader to use as a symbol other than Franklin's cousin, Theodore. The most recent Republican President, Herbert Hoover, indelibly linked the party to Depression and collapse, while Alf Landon, Calvin Coolidge and Warren G. Harding were all figures of fun or forgotten men.

The confusion of the Republicans explains why the candidacies of Wendell Willkie in 1940 and Thomas Dewey in 1944 and 1948, all big-government liberals by later standards, were followed by the rapid ascent of a "non-party" leader, General Dwight Eisenhower, embracing an ambiguously labeled "modern Republicanism." In practice this meant that, despite the vigorous protests of Republican conservatives led by Senator Robert Taft, no serious challenge was offered to tax-and-spend style governing, in which well-organized interest groups were rewarded, and federal pump-priming (usually in the name of "defense," though the money often went to roads and higher education) remained the norm. The flipside of Republican inability to attract voters with traditional fiscal conservatism was their turn to the vicious baiting and innuendo of McCarthyism from the late 1940s well into the 1960s. Unable to dislodge Democrats happy to run on the virtues of maintaining Social Security and other popular programs (such as the postwar GI Bill), Republicans became the anti-Democrats, flinging charges of "treason" and "softness," using anti-Communism as a single-issue wedge politics in the same way that later conservatives would use abortion or gay rights.

Republican weakness was mirrored by Democratic complacency and caution. The last thing most Democrats wanted was an association with calls for radical change, which smacked of a lack of patriotism and even pro-Communism. Above all, Democratic status-quo politics and the absence of new ideas rested on tremendous prosperity fueled by military spending and hot-then-"cold" war. This economic boom stretched from the eighteen months before Pearl Harbor, when government-sponsored conversion of industry to military production finally vanquished the Depression, through the late Sixties. Its inauguration in 1940 also signaled the end of the New Deal as a period of sustained radical reform.

During and after World War II, the social movement that had driven the New Deal simultaneously achieved its greatest success and was co-opted. The engine pushing the New Deal toward greater democracy had been the labor movement, led by the militant CIO with its strong leftwing currents. World War II had a significant effect in both expanding and taming organized labor, as millions of members were added to its ranks not through the efforts of organizers, but by government fiat through a "maintenance of membership" directive from the War Labor Board. Labor leaders, even those identified with the Communist Party, enforced a '"no strike" pledge against their restive memberships, and after the war massive strikes broke out in most major industries. But the independent power of the labor movement, which seemed briefly to threaten corporate prerogatives in 1945-47, was quickly brought to heel. The Cold War's onset in 1947-50 led to a massive purge of labor's most militant unions and activists, culminating in the 1949 expulsion of eleven international unions from the CIO as "Communist dominated." Labor politics returned to its traditional, Gompers-style focus on getting more for the members of each individual union, with little concern for the rest of society, or even for the majority of unorganized workers. This retreat was symbolized by the merging of the AFL and the CIO in 1955, with the leader of the former, George Meany becoming chief of the new AFL-CIO. Meany, based in the building trades, labor's most conservative wing, practiced a reactionary politics that often kept unions on the sidelines or actively opposing new movements for social change.

The grassroots impetus for progressive social change was not quieted for long, however. In postwar America, at the height of the Cold War, African-Americans became a new force for systemic reform, first in the Jim Crow South and then across the nation. Their organizing for justice in the name of "civil rights" sparked a host of social movements, and eventually significant government action under President Lyndon Baines Johnson. Johnson dubbed his program of eliminating poverty and racial inequality, and vastly expanding the social welfare state for the middle class, "the Great Society." It flourished during Johnson's five years in office, and well into Richard M. Nixon's first term, as even the putatively conservative Republican sponsored wide-ranging programs to ameliorate concrete socioeconomic problems.

What the Great Society Accomplished: Black Power, North and South

The greatest achievement of the Great Society was to employ the resources of the federal government in a systematic, thorough attack on racist political power below the Mason-Dixon line. Within only a few years, from 1965 on, millions of black Southerners were finally able to register to vote. Shortly thereafter African Americans began to be elected to office across the South for the first time in the 20th century. Simultaneously, a host of programs were enacted to end poverty, both white and black, urban and rural. Though this "War on Poverty" was (and is) widely attacked as an abject failure, it did lift radically reduce the incidence of poverty, and measurably improve the lives of millions, particular the very old and the very young.

The fatal flaw at the core of New Deal liberalism had been its acquiescence to the organized system of White Supremacy in the South. Certainly black people had made real gains in the Thirties, in terms of a symbolic link to the tremendous popularity and authority of Franklin Roosevelt via his wife Eleanor, as well as the advancement within the government and the Democratic Party of a new cohort of administrators and political figures. But these gains all took place on the margins, and were significant only in relation to the near-invisibility and powerlessness of blacks in political terms earlier in the century. At no point did the Roosevelt Administration invest political capital in challenging Jim Crow, for the self-evident reason that the Democratic Party based itself in the rocksteady white vote of "yellow dog Democrats" in the Solid South. This unchallenged one-party rule meant that under the seniority system, southern Senators and Congressmen largely controlled both Houses of Congress.

What is amazing, even in recent hindsight, is how long it took to overturn the concentrated power of white Southern Democrats openly opposed to racial equality. As late as 1974, a young Republican professor outside of Atlanta would solicit Northern liberals for help in overturning a segregationist Democrat. The fact that this obscure academic would turn out to be liberalism's greatest scourge, Newt Gingrich, only adds to the irony. At the time, there was nothing odd or ironic about it, because as late as the Seventies, much of the Republican Party was clearly to the left of Southern Democrats on civil rights issues, providing the votes to break filibusters and pass key legislation.

The system of White Supremacy rested on two pillars. First, black people were denied the vote through a variety of maneuvers including the Democratic Party's "white primary," poll taxes which few poor sharecroppers, white or black, could afford, and restrictive registration requirements (such as interpreting any section of a state's constitution) which registrars interpreted to bar virtually all blacks, no matter how educated or propertied. Most important, however, was the extralegal violence which sheriffs, registrars and private citizens (including the Ku Klux Klan) used against blacks trying to vote.

Besides disenfranchisement, blacks were cordoned off into a publicly reviled, second-class status through elaborate mechanisms of legal segregation perfected over many decades. Foremost among these, of course, was forcing African American children to attend substandard, broken-down all-black schools, which had very practical effects in preventing black professional and business advancement. But separate schools, churches, and restaurants at least allowed black people their own distinct social and familial life, out of sight and mind from white society. Just as damaging as school segregation were the seemingly trivial but constant reminders of separation as a mark of inferiority--the signs marked "Colored" over drinking fountains, toilets, bus seats and the entrances to most public buildings, and the vigilantly maintained color line barring any black presence in all-white neighborhoods, restaurants, parks or retail jobs.

Disenfranchisment and discrimination were so deeply entrenched as a "Southern way of life" backed up by diehard white majorities that it is extraordinary to record how quickly they were struck down, once federal power at last asserted itself unequivocally. The twin monuments of this watershed in guaranteeing black people full citizenship under the Constitution were the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Taken together, they represent the high tide of Democratic Party liberalism in this century, as historically momentous as the Radical Republican milestones of a century earlier--the Emancipation Proclamation and the 13th and 14th Amendments to the Constitution, which freed the slaves, gave them citizenship, and asserted that the right of due process for all citizens superseded any state law. Given that ever since 1865, the core ideology of white power from Virginia to Texas had been never to concede blacks their basic rights as American citizens, the Civil and Voting Rights Acts constituted the last battles of the Civil War, the Confederacy's final defeat.

What did this legislation actually do, and why was it so effective? The Civil Rights Act's wording has become so familiar and widely applied to everything from women's sports to cases involving disabled people, that its original import is forgotten by many. In basic terms, it outlawed any form of public discrimination in all those areas of daily life where for generations employers, realtors, educators and government officials had openly blocked blacks (and Asians, Latinos, Jews, women and others) from working, buying or renting homes, shopping where they chose, or using public facilities like beaches. Though state courts and federal courts had chipped away for decades at the network of restrictive housing covenants, whites-only hiring practices, and de facto segregation in hotels, restaurants, theaters and much else, no legal or state legislative action had come close to a flat federal ban, with strong enforcement provisions via the newly-created Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).

The effects of the Civil Rights Act were both immediate and sustained. In the short run, it signaled that the white North's turning a blind eye towards segregation had come to an end. The federal government now claimed, for the first time in history, the right to guarantee equal treatment for all Americans everywhere outside the home. The long-treasured concepts of "state's rights" and what conservatives called "freedom of personal association," in practice the right of a white restaurant owner not to serve blacks, were nullified in one stroke. In the long run, however, the Civil Rights Act was even more significant because again and again, it provided the basis for overturning discrimination of every sort. Notably it was the basis for numerous judicial rulings and administrative decisions that literally brought American women into the 20th century by striking down all manner of laws and practices that barred them from fair access to employment, higher education and the professions. The very real "rights revolution" of the last third of the century has at its root this one piece of legislation, and its subsequent refinement and extension by determined advocates for the civil rights of all people.

The effect of the Voting Rights Act was, if anything, even more dramatic, since it concerned the basic lever of democratic power, the ballot. By the end of the century African Americans would operate freely at every level of political life, especially in urban areas, and many thousands of black elected officials would become ubiquitous as mayors and city council members, judges, state legislators, Cabinet Members and Members of Congress (though far more rarely as governors and senators, the penultimate steps in American politics leading to the presidency). It is still startling, therefore, to look back only a few decades to 1964, when, despite a population exceeding fifteen million, there were only 100 black elected officials in the entire country, most of them filling minor posts in a few Northern cities. Only two small towns, Springfield, Ohio and all-black Mound Bayou, Mississippi, had black mayors; it was considered a major breakthrough when the black congressional delegation increased to six in 1964, as part of that year's Democratic landslide.

With the exception of a few cities like Memphis that retained "black and tan" Republican political machines, only a minute number of middle-class Southern blacks were allowed to even register until the late 1940s. Black voting steadily increased after World War II, with substantial gains in Southern cities though not in rural areas (which ironically helped both moderate Republicans like Eisenhower and liberal Democrats like his opponent Adlai Stevenson). Organized white resistance to the Civil rights movement slowed or stopped this incremental progress, and despite Justice Department litigation against individual election registrars in some states, black voter registration was largely stymied until the passage of the Voting Rights Act.

For years, it had been plain that no amount of judicial fiat or even public protest would compel Southern white officialdom to willingly register blacks; their capacity for resistance at the local level, especially in backwood counties with black majorities, seemed limitless. Suddenly, the unthinkable was mandated, with Northern Members of Congress from both parties overriding an anguished Southern delegation, while President Lyndon Johnson twisted arms and cut deals. The Voting Rights Act did not simply bar the various legal obstacles to registration; it specifically mandated the deployment of federal election registrars, like an unarmed invading army, into any county where less than half of the eligible electorate was registered. Its effects were immediate and massive in increasing the black voter base: in just the four years from 1964 and 1968, the number of African Americans registered to vote in the former Confederacy increased over 300%, from one million to more than three million.

With alacrity, many of the adamantly segregationist Southern Democrats shifted with the tide. By 1968, even in Mississippi, the heartland of open white resistance, a "loyalist" group of middle-of-the-road blacks and whites had taken over the state party, and were granted recognition at the National Convention. Black sheriffs and mayors began to be elected in little country towns there and elsewhere in the Deep South, and the back of Jim Crow was broken, as whites retreated into so-called "Christian academies" and turned Republican in large numbers. Some form of "Black Power," in political if not economic life, was rapidly accepted as part of the New South. By the 1970s, moderate Democrats like Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, who courted black votes and denounced Jim Crow, were getting elected in large numbers. Even George Wallace, the region's symbol of defiance, repositioned himself as a racial moderate, voicing regret for his notorious call in 1963 for "segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever!"

The spread of black political assertion and self-determination was hardly confined to the South, where African Americans were a majority in many areas. It was paralleled by an equal surge in Northern cities, whose black populations had been growing steadily since the 'teens, but which offered few opportunities for black political advancement other than dutiful voting for machine candidates in return for modest amounts of patronage. To understand how the Great Society translated into the practicalities of Black Power in the North requires an understanding, however, of the much-maligned War on Poverty begun by President Johnson, and its trajectory into the early 1970s under President Nixon.

A Tangled Legacy: The War on Poverty

The War on Poverty involved so many different ideas and agencies under its elusive rubric that it is easy to dismiss, since many of those programs lasted only a little while or were manifestly unsuccessful. But its ultimate goal was similar to that of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts: to overcome, by direct and immediate government action, long-festering social problems.

From 1945 through the early 1960s, the poor were virtually invisible. Most scholars and policymakers spoke, wrote and acted as if destitution, hunger and homelessness were no longer serious issues. At a time when John Kenneth Galbraith's The Affluent Society told America that it was overwhelmingly middle-class, the poor seemed like an afterthought, a holdover from past times. The plain fact was that a substantial portion of the American populace still lived on the margins of subsistence, in conditions resembling the Third World more than modern suburban America with its cars, televisions and washing machines. But these Americans were still largely out of sight, in rural areas across the Midwest and the Northeast, in Appalachia, in the South's "Black Belt," and in the urban ghettos that few journalists had yet discovered. The basic provisions for social welfare adopted by the New Deal, the increase in wages through massive unionization, and the "long boom" that began in World War II and continued with minor interruptions for another two decades meant that in overall terms, the percentage of the poor in American society had declined from nearly half at the Depression's height (48% in 1935-36) to one-fifth a generation later (21% in 1960). Given that these poor were still disproportionately concentrated in the South (home of 45% of America's poor as late as 1963), they were easy to ignore.

During President John F. Kennedy's brief administration, attention began to be paid. Considerable furor was stirred up by Michael Harrington's 1962 book The Other America, which was extensively reviewed in the New Yorker magazine by the respected social critic Dwight MacDonald. JFK himself knew of Harrington's indictment of America's forgetfulness, and seeking a legacy to preserve his place in the Democratic pantheon alongside FDR, instructed his advisors to investigate potential new anti-poverty programs. These policy options, along with much else, landed on the desk of Lyndon Johnson when he abruptly became President late 1963, following Kennedy's assassination.

Like Kennedy, Johnson knew that since the New Deal, Democrats were measured by how they had contributed to the public good through new government efforts to overcome the ills of American society. In this sense, however truncated and stunted, the New Deal remained a powerful memory and example. Johnson even cast his Administration's burgeoning military escalation in South Vietnam as a New Deal-style intervention to help the "little people," meaning the ordinary Vietnamese peasants he likened to the poor Texas hill people of his boyhood, who were brought into the modern age by New Deal programs like rural electrification.

The paradox of the War on Poverty is that its bestknown programs were largely failures, while seemingly minor increases in funding, or expansions of existing programs, ended up having a much more profound effect. In 1964-65, the key items in the Administration's agenda included the much-ballyhooed Job Corps, the Neighborhood Youth Corps, and the Community Action grants, all of which were supposed to directly alleviate lack of opportunity and a sense of despair among young people and the residents of inner-cities or "rural slums." Most of these programs had little measurable effect, and never received adequate funding. By 1967, for all intents and purposes, the War on Poverty as it was officially administered through the Office of Economic Opportunity was defunct as a federal mandate. It continued to exist only in the negative sense, as an example of liberal failure to be dredged up again and again by conservative policy analysts and office-seekers for the next three decades. More subtly if not at all accidentally, the War on Poverty and the Great Society have been conflated in the public mind, to indict all of the Johnson Administration's policy innovations, including those in civil rights, as failed big-government social engineering.

However if one goes beyond the official "War on Poverty," and looks at actual programs intended to help the poor rather than just the Johnson Administration's glossy failures, it is much harder to call the Great Society a failure. What is little understood is that between 1965 and 1972, when federal spending on social programs peaked, the rate of poverty did fall dramatically and in ways directly attributable to federal programs. Poverty was hardly abolished, and paradoxically became more visible as the poor mobilized, sometimes violently, but in actual numbers the poor were far fewer by the early Seventies than a decade earlier. A few statistics provide irrefutable proof of how effective governmental action could be and was. First, and most simply, from 1965 to 1972, half of America's poor were raised above the official "poverty line," a rough measurement of what it took for a family of four to live decently based on the cost of a weekly food basket multiplied by three. Second, using a statistic commonly seen as an indicator of societal health in poor and developing countries, the rate of infant mortality was cut by one third. More tangibly, while in 1963, one out of five poor people in America had never seen a doctor in their lives, by 1970, that number was reduced to eight percent.

All of these figures tend to obscure a hard-core reality: the massive increase in the cash-value of money and services transferred to the poor, which in real terms lifted fifteen million families above the "poverty line," leaving 5.4 million behind, after all was said and done. The cumulative effect of the Great Society, at the height of spending on domestic programs in the early Seventies, was that it lifted 72% of the "pre-tranfer poor" over the line into a position of basic (if minimal) security, by the standards of American life at the time.

Perhaps the central reason why performance did not meet perception can be found in examining which poor got out of poverty. The most direct beneficiaries of government programs were the elderly, who were both the most sympathetically viewed by the population at large, and the most evenly distributed around the country. Senior citizens benefited tremendously from the combined effects of two uncontroversial but hugely influential pieces of legislation, which between them reflect the deep continuity of Great Society liberalism, from Johnson to Nixon. First came the introduction of Medicare in 1965, certainly the largest of the Great Society programs to survive the Sixties, and one that became politically sacrosanct in later decade. Second and no less important were the major revisions of the Social Security Act in 1972, supported by President Nixon, including an increase in benefits of 20%, the indexing of Social Security benefits to the rate of inflation, and the addition of Supplemental Social Security to cover the blind, handicapped, and the significant number of old people who had not paid enough into the Social Security trust fund to receive benefits. This last provision was especially significant, in retrospect, because for the first time in American history, it established a guaranteed income for at least one section of the population.

No one has ever suggested that these programs were "giveaways" to the undeserving poor, even though they were and are very expensive, dwarfing virtually all other social spending. Why? Perhaps because they were so transparently successful. Before the Great Society, old people as a group were the poorest people in America. 35% of them lived below the poverty line, often going hungry. The legislation of the Johnson and Nixon eras changed all that. By 1972, the poverty rate among seniors had dropped to 16%. Between 1970 and 1984, at the height of the Reagan Revolution that aimed to reduce the size of federal spending and entitlement programs, Social Security spending alone had increased 600%, from $30 billion to $180 billion.

The other major beneficiaries of the Great Society were children and youth. Though there was no legislation to aid America's children comparable in scope and cost to the new permanent entitlements for the aged, an overlapping set of programs did substantially aid the youngest. Best known among these has been Head Start, begun originally under the War on Poverty as just the first step in a putatively comprehensive set of programs to move youth out of poverty (including Upward Bound, Job Corps, Manpower Training and the jobs provided under the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act, or CETA). While the others languished and were killed off over time, Head Start has survived because in communities across the nation, most noticeably in small towns and rural areas, its effects are evident in preparing children for school. Though only a minority of eligible children have ever been served by Head Start, its popularity transcends party lines.

Other programs like Food Stamps and the WIC (Women and Infant Children) program of nutritional subsidies began in obscurity, and grew unexpectedly to fill a major gap in America's welfare "safety blanket." Like Head Start, they continued in some form because even conservatives found it hard to blame malnourished three-year-olds for their own fate. The major increase in funding for Food Stamps came in the Nixon years and with Administration support, one more indication of how the Republicans maintained and in some cases expanded upon Democratic initiatives.

The most decisive shift in federal policy that benefited children also proved to be the most controversial, and also the one that most strongly indicates the relationship between the mobilization of a social movement and the strengthening of government programs. However reviled in later years, the extraordinary increase in the number of families receiving "welfare," or Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), under the Johnson and Nixon Administrations was clearly the greatest single factor in improving the living standards of millions of poor children. AFDC had begun as a minor provision of the legislation establishing Social Security in 1935; a federalization of the traditional "widow's mite" that no one envisioned as a blanket right on the scale of unemployment compensation. Initially only a modest number of families were effected--a mere 700,000 families by 1939, receiving very small grants dependent on what individual states wanted to pay, and the whims of local administrators who vigilantly watched for any sign of "immorality" in the home. The program expanded quietly over time, so that by 1960 three million poor mothers were covered, still only a small minority of those potentially eligible.

Then came the late 1960s and what one historian calls the "revolution in social welfare." For the first time in American history, a movement arose that regarded welfare--cash payments, a direct income guarantee for mothers and young children--not as charity, or bounty, but as a right. This "welfare rights" movement was a direct outgrowth of one of the War on Poverty's seemingly minor efforts, the Legal Services Corporation, set up to provide free lawyers to the low-income. In the past, states had used residency requirements and vague categories of "fitness" to rule out the majority of applicants, and there was no legal redress. With aggressive Legal Services help from 1,800 attorneys in 850 offices around the country, welfare applicants won the right to privacy (welfare workers could no longer enter their homes unannounced looking for "common law husbands") and the right to a hearing. The percentage of applicants who were accepted into the AFDC program surged from one out of three in the early 1960s to nine out of ten by 1971. This seemingly vast expansion of the welfare rolls was deeply troubling to conservatives and many middle-class Americans, though even at its peak in 1972, the actual amount of taxpayers money going into AFDC was never that large--a little over $3 billion at the time, one tenth of the cost of Social Security. Somehow, this relatively small program carried great political weight, and it remained fought over until President Clinton signed the Republicans' "welfare reform" legislation in 1996, intended to phase out AFDC for all intents and purposes.

There was much else in the grab-bag of Great Society programs passed in 1964-67, before any new domestic programs were sacrificed to the increasingly costly war in Southeast Asia: Medicaid, providing minimal health care to those on AFDC; the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, that for the first time established federal aid to education, targetted on poor children, as a basic mandate; the first national college scholarship and loan programs; immigration reform that finally ended the frankly racist and ethnocentric standards established by Congress in the 1920s; a Department of Housing and Urban Development; significant environmental programs that greatly expanded the number of federally-protected parks and seashores and "beautified" the major highways; the National Endowments for the Humanities and the Arts. The assumption that every new Administration would seek to expand the progressive and ameliorative role of the federal government continued under Nixon with the creation of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), expansion of the Food Stamp program, and much else. But what explains this sustained surge in liberal innovation, even while cities exploded, the Vietnam War tore apart the nation's political consensus, and politicians like Nixon, Spiro Agnew and many others deliberately sought racial and generational polarization? How does one explain that in legislative and programmatic terms Richard Nixon was at least as "liberal" as Kennedy? Historians have very different views on the sources of and impetus for the Great Society and its successors.

Explanations of the Great Society

As we have seen, historians of the New Deal can be grouped generationally: first the "consensus" historians of the Fifties, extolling liberalism's achievements and denying the era's basic radicalism; then the New Left writers of the Sixties and after, who damned the New Deal for the conservatism of its approach; finally, the latest crop of historians, who acknowledge the New Deal's sweeping character as both a social movement and a wave of reform.

Historians of the Great Society do not divide in this way, both because it is too recent to have produced successive generations of interpretative scholarship, and because very few if any scholars actually approach the Great Society as a unified subject. The sole exception is the biographers of Lyndon Johnson, but even LBJ's commanding presence only spans five years, and no one has suggested that the Great Society, or the Sixties as a whole, should be called the "Age of Johnson." Presidents Kennedy and Nixon loom too large, for one thing; LBJ's administration was too tragic, and ruined by Vietnam, for another.

Historical treatments of the Great Society break down into two major areas. There is a sharp break between scholarship on the civil rights movement and its relationship to the Great Society, almost entirely focused on the 1960-65 years, versus those historians and others who look only at the War on Poverty and other major Johnson Administration efforts outside of civil rights, from 1964 to 1967. Historians of civil rights see a close if difficult relationship between the grassroots movement and the federal government, which is a central theme of most major studies. On the other hand, historians of the War on Poverty often deny any connection between federal policy and movement organizing. Perhaps most importantly, neither area of scholarship engages with the Black Power movement of the post-1965 era, which culminated during the Nixon Administration, and focused on those same Northern cities that were the major staging ground for the War on Poverty. This lacuna in the scholarship helps explain the lack of connections made between black insurgency and governmental policy outside of the South.

There is a rich and dense scholarship on the civil rights movement. It falls into three major categories: biographies; organizational histories; local studies of a particular state or place in time.

The biographies include some of the bestknown books by recent American historians, such as Taylor Branch's Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (1988), and David Garrow's Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (1986). It is not surprising that scholars focus on Dr. King, given his importance to the movement and his national stature. Indeed, what many consider the first major scholarly study of the civil rights movement was David Levering Lewis' King biography, issued in 1969, just after his death. All of these studies are useful because they underline that Dr. King's central role lay largely in his ability to represent the aspirations of a militant grassroots social movement at the highest levels of American society, including the White House. Many of the most arresting scenes are those where Dr. King engages with or confronts Presidents or other powerful figures like FBI head J. Edgar Hoover. No one can come away without recognizing that the fate of the civil rights movement was a central issue for mainstream politicians.

This conclusion is reinforced by the organizational histories of key civil rights groups, such as SNCC (the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) and CORE (the Congress of Racial Equality). Here, three books stand out: Clayborne Carson's In Struggle, August Meier's and Elliot Rudwick's CORE, and former SNCC Executive Director James Forman's autobiographical The Making of Black Revolutionaries (1972). Each of these demonstrates the intense efforts by young militants to force the federal government, specifically the Justice Department, to act against the local segregationists, whether sheriffs, mayors, or election officials, who refused to register black people to vote, or protect their lives against racist mobs. Indeed, a running theme of increasing bitterness in all these books is the reaction young African-Americans (and some white fellow activists) felt at seeing FBI agents take notes and do nothing while massive violence was unleashed on innocent people. This is a vital insight, one not available from studying only the "elite" level of the civil rights movement, where Dr. King largely operated, because it helps us to understand why when the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts were finally passed, with great fanfare, there was so little jubilation among the hard, activist core of the civil rights movement in groups like SNCC. For them, after thousands of beatings and dozens of deaths, it was a case of too little, too late.

The third and newest area in the burgeoning field of civil rights studies is the local or community history. Among these, one particular book stands out: John Dittmer's Local People: . Dittmer succeeds extraordinarily well in showing all the disputing forces in the deepest Southern state of all--the White Citizens Councils covertly dominating the state government, the "outside agitators" from SNCC and other groups that organized the fabled "Mississippi Freedom Summer" in 1964, the wary but deeply committed local African American leaders like Fannie Lou Hamer. Outside and above all of these was the federal government, and the drama of this book lies in the three-sided struggle between these three parties, and the consistent efforts of civil rights organizers to force the national government to not just talk but act. Finally, the Justice Department backed by Johnson began to move, after the violence of 1964, and Dittmer brings his book to a stirring if ambiguous conclusion with the mass delegation of the all-black Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) to the national Democratic Convention in Atlantic City in August 1964, followed by the decline of the MFDP as many activists get drawn into the federally-sponsored Mississippi Child Development Group anti-poverty program. As the book ends, the Freedom Democrats have been supplanted by the biracial "loyalists," who take over the State Democratic party in 1968; one of the young MFDP activists mentioned by Dittmer, Bennie Thompson, would go on to become the Mississippi Delta's congressman in the 1990s.

This kind of history of the nuanced, complicated interplay of political forces that ultimately shape policy is largely missing from the history of the rest of the Great Society. To begin with, there are far fewer studies of the other reforms associated with the Johnson Administration, and most of these focus sharply on the War on Poverty programs, which was only one part of LBJ's overall agenda.

The most influential accounts of the War on Poverty are included within Michael Katz's The Undeserving Poor, James Patterson's America's Struggle with Poverty, and Richard Cloward's and Frances Fox Piven's Poor People's Movements*, as well as the more synoptic account in Irwin Unger's The Best of Intentions. The key distinction among these writers lies between those, like Katz, Patterson and Unger, who see the Great Society program as essentially elite-generated, versus the Piven and Cloward view that explicitly posits the War on Poverty as an attempt to co-opt and subordinate a rising tide of black militance.

In the former view, both the War on Poverty and the larger Great Society were products of Johnson's desire to leave his mark as a great populist reformer like FDR, which combined fortuitously with the new theories espoused by a select group of social science thinkers and social welfare bureaucrats. They find no hard evidence for any thought among those who framed LBJ's major poverty initiatives in 1964-65 that their efforts would head off ghetto militance, or buy off ghetto activists.

Piven and Cloward, conversely, argue that the entire War on Poverty program was intended to channel black rage into make-work efforts, and a variety of patronage positions. Their key insight is to refuse to separate the War on Poverty from the civil rights movement, and to insist that concerns about the latter undergirded the former. The evidence is extensive that both the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations were deeply and intimately concerned about the potential effect of the Civil Rights agitation on the larger Democratic coalition, for good or for ill. Not tying this concern to other policy initiatives presumes a compartmentalization that was, in fact, very out of character for either President or their key advisors.

We are left ultimately with a paradox: where is little direct evidence for the role of social movements in stimulating the War on Poverty, there is massive evidence from exactly the same period for how the civil rights movement directly influenced policy and brought about sweeping change. By inference then, there was a many good reasons for why Democratic politicians would have responded instinctively to co-opt grassroots organizing in the North and outside of the civil rights movement. Certainly, one cannot argue that the addition of millions of families to the AFDC roles was deliberate government policy; the point is, rather, that no significant effort was made to block this stunning development. Passively or otherwise, the edifice of liberal government throughout the Sixties encouraged various forms of empowerment for the urban black poor--not at all incidentally because this was the same social group who were popularly identified as the foot soldiers of the "civil rights revolution." What historians have not yet analyzed are the real dynamics of this relationship, since the black urban (and mainly Northern) poor were no atomized group, but the angry force behind the demand for Black Power. As we shall see below, there is substantial evidence for how the War on Poverty in fact encouraged and on occasion was even taken over by Black Power advocates. First, however, we must look at the much better known story of how the civil rights movement changed American liberalism, and for a moment, made a white Southern President into a fellow-traveller on the road to freedom.

The Black Freedom Struggle Meets the Great Society

What undergirds the relationship of grassroots organizing and social movements to the Great Society is the deep and abiding concern by major political figures with attracting measurable blocks of voters to their side while reducing or blunting the appeal of one's partisan opponents to these same constituencies. This is equally true, whether one is examining the Kennedy brothers in the early Sixties, Lyndon Johnson in the middle of the decade, or Richard Nixon in the late Sixties and early Seventies.

In one sense, this is thoroughly understood about the Sixties, and the Great Society--or rather the reaction to it. Few episodes in recent American politics are more often cited than Richard Nixon's canny "Southern Strategy" from 1968 on of reaching out to disaffected Wallaceite Democrats in the South, and bringing them over to the Republican column. This is rightly seen as a decisive stage in the building of a new Republican majority coalition, with racial politics at its heart.

What is much less well understood is the extent to which cold electoral calculations drove the national Democratic Party throughout the same period. In fact, one way of telling the story of the Civil rights movement and its transition into a nationwide quest for Black Power is through the prism of Northern Democratic efforts to rapidly expand and corral the black vote, so as to shore up the declining New Deal Coalition and hold the South despite white defections. The central dynamic pushing the halfhearted liberalism of John F. Kennedy into the fullbore radical reforms attempted by Lyndon Johnson was the black freedom struggle, in all of its manifestations; a secondary but significant factor was the expectation by other traditional Democratic constituencies that a booming economy and a President claiming explicitly to finish FDR's program would deliver for them (for instance, the half-million who joined the newly-formed National Council of Senior Citizens in 1962 to support what would become Medicare).

The Democrats' efforts to claim the civil rights movement as their own, without alienating too many white votes in the process, essentially took two forms. The first was a private, even covert, effort to get resources behind a public campaign for black voter registration in the South. This was the preferred route because guaranteeing access to the ballot box had the most legitimacy in the eyes of Northern public opinion, offered the most convenient juridical and constitutional platform, and--it was thought--would avoid the violent confrontations and headline-grabbing crises that always seemed to accompany any direct protests against segregation. Support for voter registration was the Northern Democrats' "stealth" strategy by which they hoped to build a new electoral base in the South that would undermine the Southern Democratic element who were, it was widely recognized, fundamentally at odds with their own party.

The second aspect of the Democratic strategy to incorporate the civil rights movement as the newest element of their coalition involved a grudging but genuine commitment to confront racial violence and segregationist defiance of the law in ways that earlier Democrats never contemplated. Compelled by the pressure of great events, first Kennedy and Johnson (as well as Eisenhower earlier, during the Little Rock crisis of 1957) seized the day in the face of chaos, and endorsed the cause of the civil rights movement at precisely the moment of its most uncompromising protest against Southern state law and police power. At these epochal moments, the Presidents placed themselves, and implicitly their party and its entire coalition, on the side of Southern black people. This constituted a historic redefinition of the New Deal legacy. On the one hand, it kept the Democrats viable in much of the country (including the South), by consolidating a solid black voter base of millions of voters that from the Sixties to the Nineties has remained virtually immune to Republican blandishments. On the other, this incorporation of African Americans into the core of the party has caused it grave trouble among significant numbers of working-class whites whose Rooseveltian liberalism had never extended to issues of race.

This history of partisan efforts to engage with and co-opt the black freedom struggle begins with John F. Kennedy's election in 1960, both a symbolic and a practical new beginning. From there on, the twin paths of quiet support for voter empowerment and cautious backing of mass protest proceeded to their climax in 1965, and then entered a new phase as the newly-inaugurated War on Poverty became one of the main vehicles for the Black Power movement. Its strange and little-understood denouement came under the Nixon Administration, which simultaneously stirred up the white backlash, while making both symbolic and practical gestures in explicit support of Black Power.

As late as 1960, the black electorate received only marginal tokens of respect, and its allegiance to Democrats was far from monolithic. In 1956, Ike had won 30% of the total African American vote, and carried it in some major states and cities. Appeals to black voters came mainly through ads in the black weekly press, the community's most vital institution, as well as pulpit endorsements by ministers, and a few ritualistic appearances by the presidential candidates; it was considered a great step forward in 1948 when President Harry S Truman actually spoke in Harlem.

The 1960 Republican and Democratic party platforms were nearly identical on race, offering general support for civil rights but few specifics. The great difference from 1956, of course, was that by the beginning of the new decade the civil rights movement was in full swing. It had grown from a local insurgency focused around the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama of 1955-56. Following that victory, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. emerged as a new, inspiring national leader, and protest slowly spread throughout the region. Then came the extraordinary outbreak of civil disobedience led by students "sitting-in" at lunch counters throughout the South in early 1960, which launched SNCC. Yet this turmoil, a top news story, hardly touched the placidity of the Nixon-Kennedy race, in which both candidates vied for the center, and in truth had few major disagreements. Throughout most of the campaign, neither candidate made an issue out of civil rights, each hoping to appeal to the white southern majority. In the final weeks, though, JFK reached out in a conscious emulation of the Rooseveltian politics of symbolism, hoping to lock in a large black vote without making any major commitments. When Dr. King was sentenced to jail in Atlanta for a sit-in, the Senator called Mrs. King to offer his personal sympathy. Immediately, the Kennedy machine swung into action, distributing millions of leaflets via black churches in the campaign's last days, and running a barrage of newspaper ads, highlighting their candidate's linkage with King.

Kennedy's gesture worked, and probably won him the election. In the tightest race in this century, which Kennedy won by just over a 100,000 votes out of almost sixty nine million cast, the black vote tilted strongly Democratic in key states, and made the difference in the electoral college. If Nixon had kept or improved upon Eisenhower's respectable 37% of the African American vote, as he well understood at the time, he could have been elected President. The problem for the victor, however, was that for the first time, black voters genuinely felt their power. Kennedy had made a number of vague but grand-sounding promises regarding civil rights (as had Nixon) and more importantly he had implied he would stand behind King and the civil rights movement itself. Now the new Administration, well aware of how close defeat was and anticipating a hardfought re-election campaign in 1964, had to plan a two-pronged approach to the "problem" of the South. First, it had to figure out how to avoid major civil rights crises, that would bring confrontations with nominally Democratic state governments in the South, embarrass it on the world stage, and alienate Northern moderates. Second, it needed to respond to and manage the civil rights movement, which expected quick action from Kennedy as soon as he came into office in 1961.

The delicate balancing-act between keeping a lid on black militance while maintaining black support (and hoping not to lose too many white Southerners either) was maintained by the Kennedy Administration until the middle of 1964, when it fell apart and the President was compelled to act decisively. It pleased no one, but it allowed JFK to claim the mantle of moderation. At its core, however, was a secret strategy to control and direct the civil rights movement in the interests of both the Democratic Party, and the longterm interests of black people. Not for the first time, liberal principles and partisan opportunism went hand-in-hand.

In essence, the Kennedy brothers convinced major liberal philanthropic interests to make available large sums of money for grassroots voter registration campaigns throughout the South. These funds were channeled through a coalition called the Voter Education Project (VEP), headed by the veteran NAACP lawyer Wiley Branton. Starting in 1962, money for local organizing projects was doled out to all of the grassroots groups with a Southern base, including SNCC, CORE and the NAACP. The intent is clear, in retrospect: voter registration did not involve the sit-ins, wade-ins, freedom rides, boycotts, mass marches or "jail no bail" campaigns that jarred Southern white sensibilities and led to scenes of massive police repression of nonviolent demonstrators being televised around the world. Most of the work was expected to focus on literacy and voter education classes, backed up by legal teams, that would quietly force racist election registrars to accept rural blacks one-by-one. In the end, it was hoped, an inexorably rising tide of black votes would push the segregationists off the stage, moderate the intransigence of Southern Democrats, and not incidentally, bring millions of grateful new voters into the Democratic Party for the foreseeable future. The Kennedys knew they had to do something about civil rights, and this approach seemed to promise the greatest political benefits and the fewest risks.

In many respects, it proved to be a brilliant strategy, though its consequences were more complicated than originally expected, and the bitterness of the more militant civil rights organizers over the transparency of the attempts to buy them off was deep. But a basic convergence of interests was reached, because both moderates in the NAACP and the most radical of SNCC leaders, like James Forman and Stokely Carmichael, had concluded for their own reasons that they should focus on an all-out fight for the vote, rather than symbolic confrontations over bus seats and lunch counters. From 1962 on, tens of thousands of dollars quietly came into SNCC and CORE coffers, and local organizing projects were set up in the most violent and racist rural areas of the Deep South, places like Sunflower County, Mississippi and Lowndes County, Alabama. This unlikely alliance was to have deep consequences, as we shall below.

Meanwhile, the Administration could not really avoid the chaos and hard political choices imposed by the continuing campaigns of public protest, however much it worked to keep the lid on. In 1961, it was the Freedom Rides that drew national and international attention, as interracial groups tried to travel together on buses from Virginia to New Orleans, only to be met by firebombs and screaming mobs. Attorney General Robert Kennedy waffled, trying to convince white officials like Alabama Governor John Patterson to protect the riders while hoping at all costs to avoid the use of federal force. No sooner were the Freedom Rides ending, with dozens of activists locked up for months and new federal promises to enforce the court rulings prohibiting segregation on interstate bus and train lines, than RFK had to deal with a shooting war at the "Ole Miss," the University of Mississippi. In October 1962, the Justice Department had to send in hundreds of federal marshals to protect James Meredith, the venerable institution's first black student. Federal restraint remained the norm, even though thousands of whites rioted, pinning down the marshals with rifle fire for many hours.

Well into the third year of his Administration, President Kennedy had offered no major new legislative initiatives on civil rights. It was not until the great confrontation in Birmingham, Alabama that JFK demonstrated presidential leadership. The episode is among the best known in the civil rights movement's history. In April 1963, Dr. King sought a public showdown in the city widely considered the South's urban citadel of segregation and official brutality against blacks, specifically naming the Police Commissioner (and Democratic National Committeeman) Eugene "Bull" Connor. Peaceful mass marches were met with snarling dogs and firehoses, and hundreds of schoolchildren were locked up. Blacks began to fight back, bombs were thrown at places Dr. King was staying, and the possibility of a race war seemed all too real. Finally, on June 9, the President gave a grave but impassioned speech on nationwide television, acknowledging that the movement's demands constituted a "revolution," for the North as well as the South, but telling the American people in plain language that the time had come. That same evening, Medgar Evers, NAACP field secretary for Mississippi, was shot down in his driveway. It was apparent to all that the struggle for black equality had entered a decisive phase in which "cooling off periods" and incremental change "with all deliberate speed" (the Supreme Court's language from the 1950s) would no longer suffice to prevent the pot from boiling over.

Kennedy's speech was vitally important because no president since Grant had unequivocally taken the side of black people in this way. He made it more than symbolic by announcing his intention to send a comprehensive civil rights bill to Congress, mandating an end to all forms of public discrimination--exactly the kind of legislation civil rights organizations had been demanding for almost a decade, with little success. One year later, aided by Lyndon Johnson's vast persuasive abililty and the sudden conversion of Republican leaders, this became the epochal Civil Rights Act of 1964. Indeed, the period from June of 1963 to the spring of 1965 marks a watershed in which the furious efforts of the movement combined with the unrestrained violence of the white South's resistance to force a legislative watershed. No other explanation is possible, given the decades of liberal indecision, and the clearly expressed desire of both Presidents and their closest advisers to avoid "forcing" the South to do what it did not want to do. Without the successive crises of those two years, and the organizing initiative of key leaders and organizers in SNCC, CORE and SCLC combined with tenacity of the long-oppressed "local people" in the Deep South's black communities, segregation might have continued to erode piece-by-piece and county-by-county, but almost certainly large pieces of the legal and institutional structures of white supremacy (in particular, separate schools and excluding black people from the voter rolls) would have survived for years if not decades to come.

Just as King's symbolic victory in Birmingham, where the city fathers overruled Connor and committed themselves to modest forms of desegregation, was answered by Evers' assassination, so throughout 1963 and into 1964, the increasing momentum of the civil rights movement alternated with bursts of terrible white violence. In August 1963 the legendary March on Washington took place, with JFK's grudging endorsement and the full panoply of the liberal Establishment in attendance, from union leaders to Catholic cardinals. The next month the Ku Klux Klan bombed a black church in Birmingham, killing four little black girls and horrifying the nation. Then in 1964, the movement made a calculated effort to draw Northern sympathy with the Mississippi Freedom Summer project, bringing a thousand young whites to the South's most racist state for a mass voter registration campaign. The romance and altruism of this drive captured the media, as CBS News filmed the training sessions at a college in Ohio, but even there an ominous pall was cast by the news that three young civil rights activists--two white Northerners and a black Missisippian--were missing in the tiny town of Philadelphia. Eventually their bodies were found, following President Johnson's personal directive ordering a massive FBI search aided by sailors from a nearby Navy base.

The Freedom Summer was but one part of a comprehensive strategy, one of the most daring in the history of American grassroots politics, of entering into and taking over the established political party process. Most social movements have worked to influence the parties, not literally become them. The SNCC organizers in Mississippi decided to create an entirely new, multiracial and progressive Democratic Party that would supplant the existing all-white and utterly reactionary apparatus. Following a "Freedom Vote" of more than 80,000 mainly black Mississippians to elect delegates, their "Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party" (MFDP) went straight to the seat of power, the August 1964 Democratic Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey. The battle there, full of arcane maneuvres and double-crosses all intended to placate and buy off the MFDP while keeping the "regulars" in the fold, was a bitter blow to the radicals of the civil rights movement. It confirmed them in their distrust of liberals, and moved SNCC towards independent black nationalist organizing. But it also sent a powerful message to LBJ and the entire Democratic Establishment, including Vice-Presidential nominee Hubert Humphrey and United Auto Workers chief Walter Reuther, all of whom were drawn into the battle. The MFDP challenge in Atlantic City served as a signal warning that black people would wait no longer, and if the Democratic Party wanted their support, it needed to deliver on its promises of equality.

From LBJ's perspective, of course, and that of the mainstream civil rights groups, he already had delivered more than any of his predecessors, through the passage of the Civil Rights Act in June 1964. As the Republicans for the first time began defining themselves as the party of "white backlash," with their rightwing presidential candidate Senator Barry Goldwater opposed to the Civil Rights Act, black people made their final shift to the Democratic camp, giving Johnson an overwhelming majority vote--more than 90%. But percentages do not fully measure the historical weight of the black vote in 1964. Incremental progress in voter registration and a very high turn-out combined with the pro-LBJ bandwagon so that in actual numbers, the black Democratic vote literally doubled from 1960. No serious politician could afford to ignore the implications of this shift, since the solid allegiance of large blocs of voters is the purest form of electoral power. After November 1964, therefore, the Democrats were committed as they never had been before, and it seems likely that the master politician Lyndon Johnson understood this better than anyone.

The ultimate catalyst in the three-way pushing and pulling between the white South, the black freedom movement, and the Democratic Administration came in March 1965 in the otherwise obscure Alabama town of Selma. The story has been told many times, even in television dramas: the organizing by SNCC agitators, which built a strong local movement for voting rights; Martin Luther King, Jr.'s decision to lead a march from Selma to the state capitol in Montgomery, which brought white and black supporters from around the country; the televised assault by state police on marchers led by SNCC's John Lewis at the Edmund Pettus bridge. In a sense, all of this served as a catalyst to the crowning victory of the civil rights movement, when the President of the United States went before Congress on March 15 to demand immediate passage of a Voting Rights bill amounting to a federal takeover of the electoral process throughout the South. At the end of his speech, Johnson paused and solemnly, in his Texas drawl, promised the nation that "we shall overcome." Few watching the speech doubted his sincerity, and however drawn out would be the local battles to enforce the law over the next years, white supremacy as a public, legal way of life had come to the end of its road in the spring of 1965. This democratic revolution was the result of a peculiar and temporary synergy between one of the largest, most creative social movements in American history and the always-evolving, contradictory legacy of New Deal liberalism and the Democratic Party.

It would not be difficult to argue that the social weight of the civil rights movement in 1963-65, combined with the new power evidenced by the black electorate in 1964--doubling the size of the its congressional delegation, among other things--was enough by itself to encourage Johnson to announce a sweeping reform program, confident that the wind of history was at his back. But one can also show that quiet concerns about the festering decline of urban communities in the North, black and otherwise, and their potential for radical disturbance, also motivated the War on Poverty (WOP).

To begin with, the core elements of the poverty programs had undeniably radical antecedents. Most of the major themes of the WOP had been introduced, starting in 1958, in a legendary local experiment in community redevelopment on New York's Lower East Side called the Mobilization for Youth (MFY). There a group of social scientists, including Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin, and a large cadre of leftwing social workers had insisted on treating juvenile delinquency not as psychological maladaptation but a legitimate response to a grinding lack of "opportunity." The central focus had been on the self-organization of the poor to challenge landlords, police, schools and city bureaucracies. MFY's focus on organizing the poor was imported directly, through the medium of the President's Commission on Juvenile Delinquency, into the Community Action Program's original legislative language, which mandated the "maximum feasible participation" of the targetted communities.

More important than the radical ideas behind the WOP was how it was implemented. When it began, in early 1965, the poverty program met head on a new political reality, outside of but clearly linked to the southern-based civil rights movement. This was the mounting anger among "Northern" blacks (meaning those living in the Northeastern, Midwestern and Western states) over the surreptitious but pervasive discrimination they faced in jobs, housing, recreation and schools. Since the early 1960s, a wave of protest had been slowly building outside of the South, led by black community groups and their white radical allies in CORE or NAACP chapters. It included massive sit-ins to force open hiring in San Francisco's hotels (which fed directly into Berkeley's Free Speech Movement), blockading construction sites in cities like Cleveland and Philadelphia, and serious threats to nonviolently disrupt the 1964 World's Fair in New York. Less organized but even more frightening to the white Establishment, liberal and otherwise, in 1964 the first ghetto "riots" took place in Harlem and Rochester, New York over police brutality. Nobody was yet calling this increasing militance "Black Power," but that is what it would shortly become.

Whether the War on Poverty's Community Action boards were consciously intended to bring urban militants into the folds of mainstream Democratic Party politics through creating an alternative structure of patronage cannot be proved, but that was their effect. The Johnson Administration made clear early on that it would enforce "maximum feasible participation" of the poor when in mid-1965 it withheld Office of Economic Opportunity funds from San Francisco, New York, Philadelphia, Los Angeles and Chicago because the city governments there had stacked the Community Action boards with their own appointees. The best evidence for how the War on Poverty became fused with the early stages of Black Power, however, is the series of controversies that erupted almost immediately over who was getting federal money, and what they were using it for. In Syracuse, the liberal Republican mayor charged with plenty of evidence that OEO was funding radical organizers who were registering poor voters in an open effort to take on City Hall. In Harlem, the flagship HARYOU-ACT program gave $40,000 to the incendiary black poet, playwright and agitator LeRoi Jones (shortly to become Imamu Amiri Baraka) to set up his Black Arts Reportory and Theater School, one of the most innovative cultural institutions of the Sixties--and also one of the most avowedly revolutionary, even in 1965. The OEO funds were cut off after press reports stirred up white anger, but the fact is that Jones' politics were hardly obscure when he got the money. The list goes on: VISTA staff paid to work for the Students for a Democratic Society's Newark Community Union Project, the same group that Mayor Hugh Addonizio tried to blame for leading the massive Newark riots of 1967; the Child Development Group in Mississippi, a direct spinoff of the Freedom Democratic Party, becoming the primary recipient of Head Start money in that state, to the outrage of traditional white politicians; any number of local activists using OEO money to begin building their own political machines, outside of the traditional white-dominated party structures.

Whatever the intentions of some Democrats like LBJ to "do good by doing well" in using the War on Poverty to channel black rage into productive but partisan channels, they did not wholly succeed. First, many white Democratic mayors and party leaders protested this end-run around their prerogatives and control of patronage. White so-called "ethnics" (Irish, Italian, Polish, Jewish and so on) regarded power over federal money and programs as a zero-sum game, with empowerment of the black ghettoes directly threatening the municipal power bases they had built over many generations. The ensuing internal party battles lasted for years, even decades, with very different results depending on the particular city.

In a more basic sense, the War on Poverty with all its talk of "community participation," "opportunity" and so on was a case of too little, too late. The rising expectations and increasingly grim economic future of urban Black America combined in the sequence of controlled violence and exemplary destruction known as "riots," beginning with Watts in 1965 and stretching through the terrible summers of 1967 and 1968, when it seemed as if all of America's cities were burning. Many white scholars and political pundits talk about the urban uprisings of the Sixties as exercises in blind desperation, whose main effect was to alienate moderate whites and fuel the rise of a new conservative politics. This analysis ignores the practical effect at the time, however. From invisibility, the black ghettos came to dominate the debate within national politics, as officially certified by LBJ's appointment of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (popularly known as the Kerner Commission) and the issuing of its epochal report, which declared that the principal cause of black violence in the cities was the overwhelming racism faced by urban African Americans in all aspects of their lives.

The final, curious denouement in the tangled relationship between the Great Society and the emergence of Black Power lies in how first candidate and then President Richard M. Nixon negotiated with the black community in the late Sixties. Nixon is known best, of course, for his canny efforts to incorporate disaffected white Southern Democrats into a new Republican majority. Much less understood are his attempts to exploit the disgust many African Americans felt for the duplicitous white liberals in the Democratic Party, who always seemed to promise much more than they would deliver. But in 1968 candidate Nixon spoke approvingly of Black Power, as long as it was a synonym for what he called "black capitalism," and upon taking office, he reached deep into the civil rights movement's most militant wing by appointing former CORE Executive Director James Farmer, after Dr. King one of the bestknown and most charismatic activists in the country, as Assistant Secretary of the Department of Health, Education and Welfare. Nixon also strongly supported the federal adoption of affirmative action guidelines for the notoriously exclusionary construction industry, and put on the congressional agenda a guaranteed family income--which in principle at least would have massively expanded the welfare state's safety net for the poor, which were disproportionately black by this time. Did Nixon do all these things because he was a secret liberal? Certainly not, and there is evidence that many of these apparently progressive moves were intended to confuse and divide Democrats. Still, even in a Machiavellian fashion, Nixon was paying tribute to the power of a politicized black community and its new centrality in American politics. The last Republican President, Eisenhower, was barely willing to meet black leaders; Nixon courted and schemed over them.

Conclusion

One reason why it is hard to grasp the basic structure of movement organizing and governmental reform in the 1960s is that, unlike during the Great Depression, there were really two movements rising up, and between them they placed very contradictory pressures upon mainstream politicians. For it was not only the black community that mobilized from the late 1950s on, spurring a brief but overwhelming wave of governmental activism under LBJ that continued, in fits and spurts, well into the 1970s. At the height of the 1950s and the liberal consensus, a new conservative politics also began to slowly germinate at the grassroots. Greatly empowered by the furor and chaos of the Sixties, it grew steadily among white men above all. By the Seventies, this "New Right" was poised to take over the Republican Party, and mount a concerted challenge to the entire "New Deal Order" created under FDR and maintained by Kennedy and Johnson. The ensuing Reagan Revolution, and its even more radical successor, the Gingrich Revolution of the 1990s, are remarkable examples of how a social movement can consciously and determinedly over time advance a policy agenda from the margins into the center of national politics.

