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them moved in to survey the small groups 
of officials and poor people, was asked 
what " the basic unit'' was going to do 
about these people's problems. "Well ," 
he pondered, "it's been handled like this 
before and I assume it will follow the 
same pattern; we' ll take down the com
plaints and work back through the region
al and state agencies and then report 
back to this group, the NWRO. Ulti
mately, as you know, any corrective ac
tion will, of course, have to come through 
the state agencies." The same man com
mented on Cohen's proposed federal 
standardization of welfare, taken at the 
larger demonstration as a significant new 
response to Campaign demands. "Yeah," 
he said, "the secretary first started on that 
idea a couple of years ago." 

While they were upstairs Secretary 
Cohen had invited several of the Resurrec
tion City residents into his office. They 
returned to the auditorium with stacks of 
brochures and booklets and an 8 x 10 
autographed color photograph of the sec
retary standing in front of the HEW build
ing. 

A NWRO leader, speaking through a 
bullhorn from the front of the auditori
um, said, "We came here to stay until 
we at least made a beginning on our 
business. We've satisfied ourselves that 
we have made a beginning. But we'll be 
back tomorrow." Then repeating the 
theme promoted throughout the Cam
paign by NWRO, he said, "Groups like 
this one should organize and bring their 
business to local welfare offices just like 
we're bringing our business to HEW." 

The upstairs windows were crowded 
with office workers watching as the peo
ple boarded their yellow school bus for 
the ride back to Resurrection City. As the 
bus entered rush-hour traffic, the people 
began singing. The songs were old ones 
with appropriate variations-"l'm gonna 
lay down my shuffling shoes, down by 
the welfare door, down by the welfare 
door. Ain' t gonna shuffle my feet no 
more." The volume of the singing in
creased as the bus left the Mall area 

where there were few pedestrians and 
inched its way down Independence Ave
nue past the queues of workers waiting 
to board their suburb-bound buses. But 
the songs were not penetrating the sealed 
windows to the air-conditioned space 
inside where the commuters sat, less 
than six feet from the singers, reading 
their newspapers. The freedom to speak 
(or sing) indeed did not imply a right here 
or elsewhere to be listened to, as the Rev. 
Mr. Abernathy had said. 

One of the senior welfare administra
tors, among those of the high-level group 
who had appeared briefly to survey the 
auditorium in the afternoon, was seen 
later that evening with a companion at a 
restaurant in downtown Washington. After 
their second or third drink, the gist of 
conversation became audible to a chance 
eavesdropper nearby. The subject-not 
poverty or hunger or health or welfare
was office politics, a question of filling a 
clerical position apparently having tran
scended the flesh and blood evidence of 
the department's failure represented in 
their offices not three hours earlier. Per
haps the man long ago had given up con
cerning himself with whatever part he 
might once have seen himself playing in 
the failure. Perhaps he had once had 
hope and lost it, and now was surviving 
by feeding on the various forms of ignor
ing the loss. Perhaps he believed, as his 
subordinate had, that such matters as 
poor people and welfare really are best 
handled elsewhere. Or perhaps his great
est concern that evening was office pol
itics. 

0 0 0 
The Poor People's Campaign was 

unique among the several assemblages of 
Americans this summer, a season in which 
the demand for " participatory democ
racy" was heard in many quarters. Stand
ards of membership were simple and par
ticipation was virtually unlimited. Anyone 
who wanted to join perhaps the last pur
suit of America's agile conscience, ques
tionably represented in Washington, was 
free to come along. Although the judg-
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ment may be made that its I e ad e r s 
brought the Campaign's slow decline up
on themselves, it also is true but not so 
obvious that a mammoth corporation like 
Lockheed Aircraft is really no more effici
ently constituted than Resurrection City, 
the aircraft makers' cost-plus defense con
tracts providing much of the cushion that 
takes up what many employees readily 
admit is an incredible waste of time, en
ergy, and direction, and is for some de
structive of a needed sense of place and 
achievement. 

In its early stages especially there was 
much more hope within the Campaign 
than among outside observers, who saw 
no prospect of moving an election-year 
Congress in which the poverty program 
had always surpassed poverty itself as an 
issue. When they bundled their belong
ings into cardboard boxes and hoisted 
their children aboard the Greyhounds 
and mule wagons in June, many of the 
poor people set out for Washington fully 
believing that by the end of the summer 
-by fall at the latest-their efforts there 
wou ld have brought nothing less than the 
end of American poverty. 

In the hours of marathon eulogies im
mediately following Dr. King's assassina
tion, America was exposed to its finest 
lesson in his philosophy, and the choice 
he had offered between chaos and com
munity was more generally understood 
then than ever it had been when the 
prospect for his success had seemed 
much greater. It was not idle at that 
moment to indulge in the seemingly final 
hope that now at last the nation would 
rally to redeem itself. Rational people 
discussed the possibility of marshalling 
hundreds of thousands of people, not 
necessarily poor people, to present them
selves at the White House or Congress 
every month until something of a repara
tion was forced from those high places. 
One was so conditioned by the conspir
ing events of the spring and summer, he 
could expect anything, and even the least 
promising hopes clung to the faith that 
somehow the expectations need not yet 

NEW SOUTH/FALL/1968 

have been only for catastrophe, despite 
every objective indication of an accelerat
ing trend in that direction. 

But a grieving mass did not rally and 
the Poor People's Campaign could not. 
Pressu res-violent or not, it did not seem 
to matter-won no victories for the poor 
in 1968. Civil disobedience moved well 
into the new lexicon and emerged (along 
with terms like " permissiveness") to mean 
a license to shoot policemen. 

In the end it seemed silly to have spec
ulated back in February that Washington 
might try to kill the Poor People's Cam
paign with kindness, that the lawmakers 
might act quickly to draw up bills aimed 
at satisfying the Campaign's basic de
mands, guarantees of a decent job or a 
decent income-goals that were in full 
accord not only with justice and pre
cedent but also with accepted concepts 
of subsidizing the non-poor that are as 
old as the Republic itself. 

The fact that the poor people had 
come to Washington asking first of all 
for jobs went almost unnoticed and sur
prisingly so since the solution most gen
erally offered by legislators for ending 
poverty is to put people to work. The 
demand for jobs, however, was over
shadowed by its corollary, calling for an 
adequate income to be guaranteed to 
everyone who should not work -
mothers, children, the disabled and the 
sick. Official Washington did not give 
serious consideration to meeting either 
of these basic demands. 

It was the hardest indictment of the 
nation not only that its least powerful 
citizens should continue to be forced to 
live in poverty but now also that they 
had to be the ones to come hungry to 
this seat of affluent power demanding 
food of a society that calls itself civilized 
and allows children to starve. Perhaps 
the clearest measure of response to the 
Campaign was that the poor finally had 
to settle for hunger as their issue of con
frontation, and it was a condemnable 
nation, rendering its verdict in super
abundance, that denied them victory. 
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