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Review of “An Interracial Movement of the Poor”: Community Organizing and the New Left in the 1960s, by Jennifer Frost


In this book about the New Left’s Economic Research and Action Project (ERAP), Jennifer Frost tells two stories.  First, she discusses the role of gender in the development of New Left activism among the northern urban poor.  Second, she outlines the general organizational attitudes, successes, and failures of this SDS experiment, which represented the New Left’s move away from the “labor metaphysic” and toward the idea that the poor—both white and black—would become the new agents of change in capitalist society.  On the first point Frost comes up somewhat short.  On the second, she breathes new life into the study of this dimension of New Left organization.  She concludes that, contrary to conventional interpretations, in the context of historical community movements, “ERAP’s failures were not unusual, nor were its accomplishments minor” (p. 174).    Although Frost includes feminism in the ERAP legacy, and although it appears as a major factor in this account of activism and organizational change, the author does not successfully tie it into the greater story of the effort to build alliances among different groups of people.  In short, this book is notable for its ambitiousness, but its level of care in tying up loose ends leaves the reader dissatisfied. 


ERAP arose out of a debate within SDS during the early sixties about the organizational direction the New Left would take.  On one side, Al Haber argued for the university campus as the center of organization; on the other, Tom Hayden proposed the community.  In December of 1963, SDS decided on the latter option.  The decision owed much to the Civil Rights Movement, which had recently sparked a wave of southern sit-ins, largely through the efforts of SNCC organizers.  Hayden envisioned ERAP as an application of SNCC strategies to the North.  Eventually, ERAP came to represent a struggle for economic equality among the North’s urban poor:  it generated concrete demands to parallel the “symbolic” demands of the Civil Rights Movement.  By the mid sixties, with the increasing sectarianism of black organizations, ERAP leaders recognized the need to organize not only black people but poor whites as well.  The argument held that poor whites stood as potential targets for recruiters on the Right.


In their paper “An Interracial Movement of the Poor?”, Wittman and Hayden sought to justify ERAP and to bring to fruition a labor-liberal coalition by synthesizing ideas of labor unions, the Old Left, and the Civil Rights Movement.  They outlined their goals to make the War on Poverty a reality by redistributing wealth and power.  Frost argues that such notions represented contradictions within ERAP:  the organization wanted to differentiate itself from post-New Deal liberalism, yet its idea of a planned economy smacked of top-down bureaucracy, not of participatory democracy.  Further, the proposals made by Wittman and Hayden proved incongruent with the realities of organizing in poor urban communities.  For example, ERAP leaders proposed that the oppression of members of those communities was the result mainly of unemployment and a lack of political consciousness.  Organizers found, however, that community residents identified a host of problems, from the inadequacy of welfare payments to police brutality, as contributors to their condition.  And the sharp heterogeneity of poor communities—the lack of common cultural grounds—quickly dispelled the idea of mere lack of political consciousness as the enemy of effective community education.  


ERAP volunteers, more than community residents, served as students.  They learned, for example, of the political potential of personal issues such as housing and child welfare. Consumption-based issues, then, became as politically viable as production-based issues such as unemployment.  Participatory democracy at the community level came to be viewed as the way to resolve issues related to inequality and poverty.  New Left demands in poor urban communities thus included not only increased welfare payments from the government but also a greater voice for community members in welfare programs.  Frost explains that motherhood and the organizational efforts made between black and white women became central to this process.  “What is most notable about these efforts,” she writes, “is their feminist content” (p. 144).  However, this statement is simply tacked onto the end of a chapter, and the author provides little depth in exploring the development of feminist issues in ERAP.  


In explaining ERAP’s failure to build an interracial movement of the poor or even strong and lasting community programs, Frost argues that most explanations focus on internal problems.  She insists that one can understand ERAP’s demise only in the larger context of the “unraveling of America” during the mid to late sixties.  Increased class and race tensions, the rise of feminism, government red-baiting campaigns, the influx of prairie power into the New Left, and the redirection of domestic funds for the war on poverty to Vietnam all harmed ERAP and should not be excluded from the discussion about its failures.  

Despite its failures, ERAP members’ experiences spilled over into later activist projects, including electoral campaigns for African Americans and some of the tactics used by the Weathermen.  I believe Frost’s claim that ERAP influenced subsequent movement leaders, but I find the examples used to substantiate it rather weak.  She might also have discussed theoretical lessons learned, particularly those gleaned from the mistakes ERAP leaders made.    
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