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The prime years of the Community Action Program (CAP) 
of the federal War on Poverty lasted less than half a decade, 
and assessments of its impact have been generally rather 
gloomy. Faced with a choice between two community ac- 
tion aims-ordinary (and politically safe) service delivery 
or institutional change and political mobilization (abrasive 
and challenging to established authorities) -most CAPS, it 
has been argued, opted for the former, and at best pro- 
vided a few jobs in the ghetto. Those, perhaps the most 
visible and publicized, that sought political or institutional 
change all too often found themselves locked in conten- 
tions with local government agencies. 

A number of commentators, including Daniel Patrick Moy- 
nihan, had speculated that CAP might have one enduring 
monument: its contribution to the dramatic emergence, in 
the late 60s and early 70s, of a corps of experienced, influ- 
ential, black political leaders, particularly in the cities. Pe- 
ter Eisinger, professor of political science and member of 
the Institute for Research on Poverty, set out to test this 
hypothesis. His findings make it clear that we must in some 
measure revise the pessimistic estimate of the Community 
Action Program. 

The Community Action Program 

The program was first established under the Economic Op- 
portunity Act of 1964, basically as a "catch-all" for projects 
to combat poverty: All sorts of programs, ranging from 
birth control through day care and consumer education to 
community organizing, could be funded through it. In ad- 
dition, many CAPS engaged in political activity, especially 
pressing local governments to take greater account of the 
needs and desires of minorities and the poor. At its peak, 
the program encompassed over a thousand community ac- 
tion agencies; 75% were located in predominantly rural 
areas, but two-thirds of the funding went to urban CAPS 
and in the public mind it was with the inner city that CAP 
programs became identified. 

In 1967 CAPS were stripped of their independence from 
local government; when OEO was abolished in 1974 those 
that survived came under the Community Services Admin- 
istration. Their role since that time has been minor. 

CAP in the Careers of Black Elected 
Politicians 

Elected politicians, to be sure, constitute only a portion of 
the leadership in the black community, but a focus on their 
careers offers a reasonable starting point in any investiga- 
tion of the effects of CAP. 

In the summer of 1977, telephone interviews were held 
with a national sample of 210 black elected officials, repre- 
senting 9% of all black mayors, aldermen or city council- 
men, and state representatives who held office in 1970 or in 
1976. Eisinger sought answers to three main questions. 

1. Did significant numbers of black elected officials have ex- 
perience in CAP before their first election? 

The data showed that some 20% of the entire sample had 
been involved with CAP in one way or another, and on av- 
erage for nearly four years. Many others had had experi- 
ence with Headstart or in various other federally funded 
programs. The incidence of prior community action expe- 
rience among black elected officials had steadily increased 
over time, suggesting that the influence of CAP has been 
more than a short-run, superficial phenomenon. 

2. Do those who had CAP experience differ in any impor- 
tant ways from other black politicians? 

The chief difficulty in answering this question lies in the 
fact that most of the 210 respondents had a multiplicity of 
preelection experiences that might have provided political 
visibility, training, and support. Nearly three-quarters, for 
instance, were significantly involved in the civil rights 
movement, and about one-quarter had been members of 
local government commissions or boards. Despite these 
overlapping categories of experience, however, Eisinger 
was able to isolate certain differences: CAP-trained officials 
tended to come disproportionately from the urban seg- 
ment of CAP, and were substantially more likely to enter 
politics at the state level. The data in general suggest that 
CAP provided an avenue to public service for a particular 
generation of young and relatively well-educated activists. 

3. Did CAP experience actually serve as a training ground 
for leadership ? 

Eisinger points out that those who aspire to elective office 
face a number of preliminary tasks. They must establish a 
public identity; they must acquire skills that will carry over 
into elective office;and they must acquire support for their 
efforts-organizational resources and manpower. To a sig- 
nificant extent CAP seems to have performed a l l  three 
functions. For instance, the overwhelming majority of 
those officials who had served in CAP did so in the same 
town in which they had later successfully run for office, and 
many former CAP board members believed they had 
gained both personal recognition and administrative or 
policy-making experience there. Elected officials formerly 
with CAP tended also to rely rather more on grass-roots - 
organizations than on established party structures for po- 
litical help. 

Why are those black elected officials with CAP experience 
to be found disproportionately in state office? Eisinger 
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