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In the mid-1960s in North Carolina, there remained
“tens of thousands whose family income [was] 
so low that daily subsistence [was] always in
doubt.” Left to right, top: Children playing in 
a public housing development in northwest 
Charlotte; a child in New Bern; middle: Haliwa
(N.C. Indian) children in Halifax County; people
protesting conditions at the McDougald Terrace
housing development in east Durham; a child 
near downtown Durham; three children peering
out of a house in Hamlet; bottom: a Lumbee 
(N.C. Indian) tenant farmer in Robeson County.

All photographs in this article are reproduced
courtesy of Billy E. Barnes, North Carolina 
Fund photographer.
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income is so low that daily sub-
sistence is always in doubt. There are
tens of thousands who go to bed
hungry . . . There are tens of thou-
sands whose dreams will die . . .
These are the children of poverty 
who tomorrow will become the
parents of poverty. We hope to 
break this cycle of poverty. That is

what the North Carolina Fund is 
all about.

Those words were one of the first sal-
vos in what would become a national
war on poverty.1

Just as television images of attacks
on civil rights demonstrators captured
the public imagination during the
1960s, so did accounts of dilapidated

In North Carolina, Governor Terry
Sanford laid out a dramatic alter-
native. On July 18, he announced

the establishment of the North Carolina
Fund, a unique nongovernmental
organization designed to lift the burdens
of racism and poverty:

In North Carolina there remain 
tens of thousands whose family 
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I
n the summer of 1963, America

stood at a crossroads. A decade 

of civil rights activism had 

challenged the nation to fulfill its

promise of equality and opportunity.

Not since the Civil War and Recon-

struction had citizens so funda-

mentally questioned the political and

social foundations of the republic.How the nation

would answer was by no means clear. Alabama

Governor George C.Wallace spoke for one possibility.

In his inaugural address, he pledged,“Segregation

now! Segregation tomorrow! Segregation forever!”

Those words would eventually make him the point

man for a resurgent politics of fear and resentment.
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housing, malnourished children, and
the hopelessness of the rural and urban
poor. While campaigning for the Dem-
ocratic nomination to the White House,
John F. Kennedy witnessed firsthand
the hardships of life in the coal towns
and mountain hollows of West Virginia.
Edward R. Murrow’s landmark docu-
mentary, Harvest of Shame, brought
national attention to the plight of 
migrant workers. John Kenneth Gal-
braith’s Affluent Society, together 
with Michael Harrington’s Other
America and Dwight
MacDonald’s review
of both books in 
The New Yorker,
stirred the concerns 
of liberal policy 
makers and the gen-
eral public. Mean-
while, dissident 
voices within the 
civil rights movement
were beginning to
drive home the point
that, for more than a century, race had
been a key component in the economic
stagnation of the South.

Sanford and his advisers were among
the first public servants to confront that
connection between race and poverty
and to realize its implications for the
future of both the region and the nation.
When Sanford took office in 1961,
North Carolina’s factory workers
earned some of the lowest industrial
wages in the nation; 37 percent of the
state’s residents had incomes below the
federal poverty line; half of all students
dropped out of school before obtaining
a high school diploma; and of adults
twenty-five years of age and older, a
fourth had less than a sixth-grade edu-
cation and were, for all practical pur-
poses, illiterate.2 Those conditions had
long been a part of everyday life in the
state. Public policies such as segrega-
tion, disfranchisement, antiunionism,
and miserly expenditures on public
education effectively maintained a
racially divided and low-wage labor
force. By the early 1960s, however,
poverty was moving from the shadow
of neglect to the forefront of public
policy agendas. The civil rights move-
ment, now at high tide, was chal-
lenging the nation to fulfill its promise

Negroes don’t have adequate
economic opportunities. If their
income equaled that of white
citizens, North Carolina would 
jump to 32nd, at least. 

The South badly needs new indus-
try. But what manufacturers would
expect to find a worthwhile market
in an area where a large percentage
of the population is on relief and
likely to remain so? What space in-
dustry, which must compete mightily
for physicists and engineers, would
locate in a community ridden with
hate and prejudice? The answer to
these questions is already being
given. In the last several years, new
industry has with few exceptions
gone most heavily into those South-
ern states making the most progress
in civil rights.

Poverty, Sanford was quick to add,
also exacted a terrible human price.
“We can measure the costs of lost pro-
ductivity, of lost purchasing power, and
of the relief rolls,” he contended. 
“But how do we measure the cost of a
crushed spirit or a dead dream or a
long-forgotten hope? What is the in-
calculable cost to us as a people when
the children of poverty become the
parents of poverty and begin the cycle
anew?” The challenge posed by these
observations was obvious but daunting.
“How,” asked the governor and his
aides, “can we in North Carolina
reverse trends, motivate people, re-
orient attitudes, supply the education
and public services and the jobs that
will give all our people the chance to
become productive, more self-reliant,
and able to compete in the complex
but dynamic, exciting but perilous
world of today and tomorrow?”5

Changing times required innovative
strategies for uplifting the state’s
economically disabled citizens. To 
that end, Sanford and a well-connected
coalition of business and educational
leaders chartered the North Carolina
Fund as a private, nonprofit corpora-
tion. Its purpose was to “enable 
the poor to become productive, self-
reliant citizens, and to foster institu-
tional, political, economic, and social
change designed to bring about a
functioning, democratic society.”

of equality and opportunity. At the
same time, technological innovation
was revolutionizing the agricultural
and manufacturing sectors of North
Carolina’s economy. Automation in the
textile and tobacco industries and the
mechanization of agriculture meant
that employers’ profits no longer
depended so heavily on access to a
large pool of unskilled labor. Displaced
by these processes, thousands of men
and women lacked steady employment,
and many were migrating out of the

state. North Carolina
had a net out-
migration of more
than 250,000 people
between 1940 and
1950. In the next
decade, the number
fell to 30,000, but
that seemingly good
news veiled a contin-
uing loss by North
Carolina and the rest
of the South of 6–10

percent of young adults between the
ages of twenty and thirty-five.3

In this context of upheaval and dis-
location, Sanford sought to “awaken”
the state to the human and social costs
of poverty and racial inequality.4 The
governor devoted his administration to
diversifying the economy, improving
public education, and reducing North
Carolina’s dependence on low-wage
manufacturing. He and his supporters
also signaled a willingness—indeed, an
eagerness—to surrender segregation,
as long as they could simultaneously
control the pace and direction of
change. For North Carolina progres-
sives, poverty and racial discrimination
became pressing concerns both because
of the suffering they inflicted and be-
cause they threatened to block the path
of the state’s economic growth. Writing
for a national audience in Look maga-
zine, Sanford explained: 

The President’s Council of 
Economic Advisers estimates that
racial bias deprives the U.S. of
between $13 and $17 billion a year
in increases in gross national prod-
uct. In North Carolina, we know
that we are 42nd on the list of 
states in per capita income because

Public policies such as segre-
gation, disfranchisement,
antiunionism, and miserly
expenditures on public 
education effectively
maintained a racially divided
and low-wage labor force.



came the hallmark of Lyndon Johnson’s
administration. Both Sanford and Esser
helped draft the Economic Opportu-
nity Act of 1964, which launched a
national assault on poverty, and a num-
ber of North Carolina Fund initiatives
served as models for the national ef-
fort. Beginning in 1965, for instance,
the fund helped to launch the Volun-
teers in Service to America (VISTA)
program by training participants from
all across the country. Since the fund’s
statewide assault on poverty began six
to nine months before the national
campaign, there was considerable in-
teraction between Fund staff and White
House aides, and over the next few
years, they regularly passed program-
matic ideas back and forth between
fund headquarters in Durham and the
Office of Economic Opportunity in
Washington.8

Sanford, however, helped pioneer
the Great Society from a position of
relative weakness. By 1963 he already
had begun to run afoul of opponents
who objected to his economic plans
and moderate stance on civil rights.
They would repudiate the governor in
1964 by delivering his hand-picked
successor a bruising defeat in the Dem-
ocratic primary. Sensitive to that im-
pending backlash, Sanford conceived

of the North Carolina Fund as a means
of keeping his reform agenda alive. As
a private corporation, the fund did its
work with foundation and federal
government grants rather than state
appropriations, and for that reason it
had a unique capacity to bypass hostile
lawmakers.9 Its purpose, explained
Esser, was “to create the possible” by
cultivating like-minded reformers on
the local level and nurturing experi-
mentation in antipoverty work.10 In
that way the fund foreshadowed the
proliferation of nonprofit social service
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Sanford chaired the fund and recruited
an interracial board of directors
representing all geographic sectors of
the state. Day-to-day operations were
overseen by Executive Director George
Esser, a law and government professor
at The University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill and a member of the
Institute of Government faculty. As-
sisting him was a small staff of social
workers, ministers, journalists, and

When Sanford took office 
in 1961, North Carolina’s

factory workers earned some
of the lowest industrial

wages in the nation; 37 per-
cent of the state’s residents

had incomes below the
federal poverty line; half of
all students dropped out of

school before obtaining a
high school diploma; and of
adults twenty-five years of
age and older, a fourth had

less than a sixth-grade
education and were, for all

practical purposes, illiterate.

ments of Labor, Housing and Urban
Development, and Health, Education,
and Welfare ($7,042,753). That five-
year budget of $16.5 million roughly
equaled the state of North Carolina’s
average annual expenditure for public
welfare during the mid-1960s.7

As the only statewide antipoverty
agency of its kind, the North Carolina
Fund played a notable role in shaping
the Great Society initiatives that be-

academics. For its time that staff was
remarkably diverse. At its peak it in-
cluded roughly seventy-five employees,
at least half of whom were either
women or blacks.6

From 1963 to 1968, the fund drew
the bulk of its financial support from
the Ford Foundation ($7,000,000),
which was actively investing in similar
projects of social reform elsewhere in
urban America and throughout the
postcolonial Third World; two local
philanthropies, the Z. Smith Reynolds
Foundation ($1,625,000) and the 
Mary Reynolds Babcock Foundation
($875,000), both of which were tied to
influential banking and tobacco in-
terests and had records of generous
contributions to health and welfare 
reform; and agencies of the federal 
government, including the Office of
Economic Opportunity and the Depart-

George Esser, right, director of the
North Carolina Fund, and Governor
Terry Sanford, fund originator, an-
nounce the nonprofit organization’s
first grants, in spring 1964. Both Esser
and Sanford were once Institute of
Government faculty members.
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providers, both in the United States and
around the world, that today stand
along with government and business as
a vital third sector in the development
of social and economic policy.11

The North Carolina Fund’s first,
and in some ways definitive,
undertaking was its Volunteers

program, which, during the summers
of 1964 and 1965, brought a select
group of college students face to face
with the realities of poverty. The
students—black and white, men and
women—represented every college and
university in the state. They gave a
variety of reasons for signing on with
the fund. Some spoke of a sense of
Christian duty to help
those who were less
fortunate. Others—
particularly the black
students—described
their own firsthand
knowledge of poverty
and discrimination.
But the one theme
that resounded in
nearly all the stu-
dents’ writings was a
conception of citizen-
ship defined by the
militarized culture of
the Cold War and
President Kennedy’s
call for patriotic self-
sacrifice. “Because I
am a concerned
American,” wrote
Hugh Jones, a black
student from the
northeastern part of
the state, “I think to
be able to help others is more than an
opportunity; it is a duty that is part of
the democratic form of government
which we have.” For Jones and others,
battling poverty became a way of ad-
vancing the cause of social progress,
achieving justice at home, and strength-
ening the nation for the global confron-
tation with communism. Guided by
those principles, the volunteers dubbed
themselves “Citizen Soldier[s]” in a
national “War on Poverty.”12

The students traveled to their as-
signed communities filled with idealism
and convinced of their capacity to work

a transformation in the lives of the
poor. Almost immediately, though,
they encountered scenes so abject as to
challenge comprehension. One young
woman was stunned by the squalor
and deprivation she witnessed in a
“shack” not far from the campus of
The University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill. “Only five of the children
were home,” she reported in her daily
log. “We read to them and played with
them. Those children do not know how
to even look at a book . . . The place
has a sickening smell—The children
have sores and whelps from beatings
all over them—They also have pro-
truding stomachs.”13

When faced with such suffering,
most of the volunteers
turned—at least
initially—to explana-
tions that were both
familiar and com-
forting. Never quite
blaming the poor for
their plight, the vol-
unteers did locate the
causes of poverty
within a cluster of
social and psycho-
logical inadequacies.
The poor, it seemed,
“believed in nothing
and [had] no faith in
their own capacities.”
Such views provided
both emotional
distance from hard-
ship and assurance
that the volunteers
could “fix” the
people they encoun-
tered. “All we had to

do was clean up this one generation,”
a former volunteer recalled many years
later, “educate these people and lift
them up, and it would be over with.
We really believed that.”14

A significant minority of the volun-
teers never escaped this way of think-
ing. For most, however, face-to-face
encounters made it increasingly diffi-
cult to typecast the people they had
come to serve. In the course of ten
weeks in the field, students wrestled
with the tension between “previously-
held opinions and recently-gained
impressions.” Through personal en-

counters the volunteers moved—often
haltingly—toward thinking about
themselves and the poor in ways that
were both new and emancipating.15

The Volunteers program was es-
pecially effective in exposing the limi-
tations of white students’ self-satisfied
racial liberalism. Most of the white
volunteers emphasized in their appli-
cation essays both their capacity to
“work with any ethnic group” and
their commitment to interracialism,
but putting those principles into prac-
tice was often harder than many stu-
dents had ever imagined. Their summer
experiences forced them to confront
the oppressive power of racism—both
their own and that which permeated
the society at large. For many volun-
teers the test came in the intimate act
of sharing a meal with black teammates
or with members of a black community.
Such associations violated one of the
South’s most deep-seated taboos. A
sophomore from a small church-run
college strained against the grip of
“‘old southern customs’” on her first
day in the field. “Tonight we ate sup-
per in a Negro school,” she wrote in
her daily log. “I felt a little nauseated,
mainly because I had never before
eaten in a Negro school, and I was be-
coming sick.” That reaction so dis-
turbed this student that she resolved to
make the examination of her racial
phobias one of her chief projects. “By
the end of the summer,” she promised,
“I should feel completely different.”16

Since the volunteers lived and
worked in integrated teams, race mat-
ters posed a constant challenge. White
students found few escapes from the
contradictions of their racial views.
One young man was infuriated when
he and his teammates were “served
poorly, ordered around, talked about,
[and] called names” in a segregated
restaurant. “Personally, I think that
someone ought to bomb the place,” he
confided in his daily log. A few weeks
later, however, the same volunteer re-
acted with only slightly less anger when
a white female co-worker became too
friendly with young black men in the
neighborhood to which they were
assigned.17

Such inconsistencies frustrated black
volunteers. In weekly group meetings,

“I think to be able to help
others is more than 
an opportunity; it is a duty
that is part of the democratic
form of government which
we have.”

—Volunteer, North Carolina Fund



Poverty
reached high
into the
mountains 
of Watauga
County in
1967.

Anne Henderson demanded to know
why, whenever the team moved into
new quarters, she was the last to get a
roommate; she chastised white volun-
teers for describing the diet of poor fam-
ilies as “‘typical Negro food’”; and she
insisted that her teammates learn to pro-
nounce “the word ‘Negro’” and aban-
don the polite disrespect of “‘Nigra.’”18

Such confrontations exposed the
ugly residue of racism, but even so, ha-
bituated ways of thinking and behaving
were not easily changed. A young
woman who worked as a teacher’s aide
in an all-black elementary school, titled
an entry in her log “My most embar-
rassing moment as a Volunteer (I for-
got my children were Negro)”:

Last week I went downtown and
bought paint for puppets faces, and
paint for a puppet stage, and yarn to
use for puppets hair. My selections
were good, I thought. This morning
I went to the room and asked each
child to get his puppet. Then I
showed them how to put on the
hair—paint the face and features.
One of the children said, “Miss
Smith, where is the brown paint?”
You see I had purchased “flesh
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colored paint” and yellow hair, and
black and brown hair—and the
children wanted to make puppets
like themselves. I almost died. I said
very quickly, “Children since we are
pushed for time we will not paint
your puppets’ skin today. We will
just try to get their hair on.” (I’m
making a[nother] trip downtown
before Monday.)19

In a similar situation, a group of
white volunteers who worked with a
black preschool teacher were at a loss
to understand the woman’s coolness.
“Mrs. Brown keeps herself very re-
moved from us,” one of them wrote;
“she’s the boss.” The relationship be-
came so strained that the volunteers
mentioned the problem to the local
school superintendent, who surprised
them by suggesting that they had given
offense in ways they never understood.
“He thought the reason for our cool
relationship . . . was due to the fact
that we were white . . . [and] she
wanted to show she was perfectly
competent and didn’t need our help.”
In such circumstances the volunteers
had to confront the paternalism that
too often characterized their own la-

bors. They learned slowly—and
sometimes painfully—the limitations
of doing good. Effective reform could
never be built from the relations of pa-
tron and client. It required instead that
the volunteers engage their hosts as
equals, acknowledging the fullness of
their hosts’ claims to citizenship and
capacity for independent action.20

As the students began to translate
that lesson into practice, they found
themselves ensnared by the tangle of
connections that tied racism and po-
verty to political power, class interests,
and the privileges of whiteness. The
volunteers experienced some of the
stiffest resistance and indifference from
where they expected it the least. Poor
whites often were deeply suspicious of
the fund and its activities. They had
much to gain from the antipoverty
program but, in their estimation, even
more to lose from the prospect of racial
leveling. In one white community after
another, volunteers found themselves
rejected as “communists,” “freedom
riders,” and “civil rights demonstrators.”
Except in the mountains, where the
black population was small and was
therefore perceived as less threatening
than elsewhere in the state, the North
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Carolina Fund made no significant
headway in poor white communities.21

That rejection of the fund was re-
inforced by political leaders, who often
were equally loath to lower the walls
of segregation or to surrender the
prerogatives of class that racial dis-
crimination helped sustain. Local of-
ficials invited the volunteers into their
communities with the hope of securing
additional funds for social services and
for improvement of poor residents’ job
skills. They never meant for the pro-
gram to disrupt established lines of
authority, power, and privilege. Indeed,
local leaders often worried about the
potential of the fund’s work to catalyze
and give legitimacy to organizing
initiatives within poor neighborhoods.
A young man named Marc White be-
longed to a team of volunteers assigned
to work with the parks and recreation
department in a Piedmont town with a
large black community. At first, White
felt excited by the promise of the job.
But the wariness of white civic leaders
quickly became apparent when White
and his teammates set out on their own
to help parents build a playground in 
a poor black neighborhood where the
city had refused to provide recreational
services. Such independent action
prompted a tongue-lashing from the
mayor. “The mayor launched a politely-
phrased tirade,” White reported in his
daily log. “To wit, we, the volunteers,
must remember that we were employees
of [the city], and under the city’s thumb.
We are here to serve as requested, not
to change the requests. In short, we are
here to be un-creative, and not to fight
poverty, but to play the city’s conserva-
tive ball game.”22

When faced with such intransigence
—and in some cases, even the threat of
officially sanctioned violence—teams
across the state adopted a common
strategy: they hunkered down in black
communities where they were wel-
comed and where they felt that they
could make a meaningful contribution.
As several volunteers explained, they
took it on themselves to set “the pace
for integration” and to model for others
a vision of what “‘could be.’” One
team set up a mothers club for poor
women so that “they [might] inves-
tigate for playgrounds.” Another

helped neighbors in a poor coastal
community secure federal dollars for an
after-school tutoring and recreational
program that local officials refused to
fund. In yet another community, a
group of volunteers worked with poor
parents to turn a summer playschool
into a Head Start program. Such
organizing efforts could go only so far
in the course of ten weeks of summer
work, but they reflected nonetheless a
fundamental change in the students’
understanding of citizenship—both
their own and that of
the poor. The
volunteers had come
to embrace activism
no less than service as
an essential element
of democracy. Fur-
ther, they had begun
to argue that the poor
had not only a re-
sponsibility to live as
productive, self-reliant
citizens but also a
right to demand the
preconditions of such
citizenship: political
standing, a living
wage, decent housing,
and quality schools.23

The volunteers’
expanded sense of
citizenship helped
steer the North Car-
olina Fund in dra-
matically new direc-
tions. At the end of
their summer of
service, many of the
students complained
bitterly about the
ephemeral nature of
their work. What
good was it to tutor a
child or to provide organized
recreation, they asked, if the programs
would disappear as soon as the sum-
mer ended? Others went even further
and openly mocked the idea that pov-
erty might be eradicated by rehabilita-
ting the poor rather than addressing
issues of politics and economics.
“Taught one 7-year-old boy to tie his
shoes,” a volunteer quipped in her log.
“Very important for breaking the cycle
of poverty: if we’re to help them lift

themselves by their shoe straps, it helps
if their shoes stay on.”24

Those challenges resonated with
new voices rising up from within poor
communities themselves. In many places
where the volunteers worked, the
summer program provided a public
stage for indigenous leaders who had
their own ideas about how best to fight
poverty. For instance, the men and
women who had worked with Marc
White to build a playground moved
next to organize a rent strike and

picket city hall. They
insisted that the
streets in their neigh-
borhood be paved,
that garbage be col-
lected more regularly,
and that housing laws
be enforced against
white realtors and
slumlords.25 Such
demands from below
worked, in turn, to
amplify incentives
from above, as the
Office of Economic
Opportunity coupled
federal dollars ever
more tightly to the
goal of ensuring the
“maximum feasible
participation” of
poor people in the
framing and imple-
mentation of anti-
poverty initiatives.26

By late 1965,
North Carolina Fund
officials were ready to
shift course. They felt
pinched by these
pressures and frus-
trated by the intransi-
gence that too often

had greeted their initial efforts. When
the summer program ended in August
of that year, the fund disbanded its
Volunteers project.

A number of factors contributed to
the decision. First, fund staff had grown
increasingly concerned about the safety
of the volunteers, the majority of whom
were white women, as the civil rights
movement heated up and violence di-
rected at interracial groups intensified.27

Second, and more important, federal

The North Carolina Fund
began in late 1965 to direct
its attention toward
community organizing. It
financed independent poor
people’s movements and
began training former
volunteers and the poor
themselves as Community
Action Technicians who would
live and work full-time in the
places they served.
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underwriting for the Volunteers program
had run out by 1965, and fund leaders
had not been able to locate another
source of support. To continue the
program would have required the fund
to draw more heavily on its own
resources at precisely a time when many
within the organization were raising
questions about the efficacy of spending
money on middle-class volunteerism as
opposed to developing the capacities of
the poor. “It seems to me that the North
Carolina Volunteers have done what
they intended to do,” observed staff
member Betty Ward. “That is, they have
demonstrated that college students, with
their refreshing idealism and enthu-
siasm, can show us a different way of
looking at the poor.” Now it was time
for something more. Ward and other
fund leaders had come to the same con-
clusion as many of the student volun-
teers: “the real issues . . . were issues of
power, and . . . not a whole lot was
going to change . . . without changing
internal power.”28

For that reason the North Carolina
Fund began in late 1965 to direct its
attention toward community organ-
izing. It financed independent poor
people’s movements and began training

former volunteers and the poor them-
selves as Community Action Techni-
cians who would live and work full-time
in the places they served. In eastern
North Carolina, for instance, the fund
underwrote the People’s Program on
Poverty, an organization of black
sharecroppers, domestic workers, and
small farmers, and in Durham, the fund
helped finance United Organizations
for Community Improvement, which
coordinated rent strikes and took charge
of local civil rights protests. The goal
in these and other such partnerships
was not simply to deliver services but
to give the poor the institutional and
financial footing from which to press
their demands.29

Through this shift in tactics, the
North Carolina Fund unleashed a
wave of activism in poor communities
across North Carolina. As the poor
began to organize, picket, and protest,
the fund’s opponents became increas-
ingly outspoken in their criticisms. One
newspaper in the eastern part of the
state insisted that the fund had steered
the War on Poverty off its intended
course. The editor saw “no reason why
the anti-poverty program should be
controlled by the poor any more than

social security should be run by the
elderly . . . or the draft run by draftees.”
“Congress,” he continued, “never
intended that the ‘poor’ should run the
anti-poverty war” but only that their
views “should be taken into account.”
Another newspaper accused the fund
of waging “guerrilla warfare,” and 
in Congress, Representative James
Gardner charged that the agency had
“redirected the War on Poverty . . .
into creating a political machine.” 
For Gardner and his constituents, the
North Carolina Fund promised not 
so much economic development as
social chaos and political upheaval.30

By 1968 the fund’s future was in
peril. The agency had expended its
initial foundation grants, which had
been awarded for a five-year period,
and the national War on Poverty was
under siege. When the fund’s philan-
thropic backers offered to extend their
support, its leaders declined. In part,
they held to a vision of the fund as a
temporary and experimental agency.
The founders had no desire to see their
work routinized. To allow such a de-
velopment, they insisted, would be to
sacrifice innovation to the very forms
of inertia that had for so long crippled

August 1965: 
A second-year
volunteer
teaches Macon
County children
arithmetic.
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the nation’s response
to its most needy 
citizens. 

Even more crucial
were considerations
of the changing
political climate. In
North Carolina, as in
the country at large,
the political align-
ments that had made
the War on Poverty
possible were
beginning to dissolve.
Liberal Democrats
were in retreat by
1968, scrambling to
ward off a white
backlash against civil
rights and to answer
charges that they
were somehow re-
sponsible for the
violence and disorder
that engulfed many
communities across
the state and the nation in that year.
During the spring primaries, a signifi-
cant minority of North Carolina’s white
voters rallied behind the presidential
candidacy of George Wallace, and in
the November elections, Richard M.
Nixon became the first Republican to
carry the state since Herbert Hoover in
1928. Like liberals elsewhere in the na-
tion, the fund’s architects saw few
options but to settle for what seemed
politically viable. They disbanded the
fund and dug in to defend hard-won
enhancements of federal transfer pay-
ments: Aid for Families with Dependent
Children, Food Stamps, jobs programs,
Supplemental Security Income, and
Medicaid. Even though these programs
did little to address the causes of
poverty, they at least strengthened the
safety net for the most vulnerable
Americans.31

Fund officials did take steps to see
that a number of initiatives would be
continued. Esser and his staff helped
create three new nonprofit organizations
with specific goals: the Foundation for
Community Development, which carried
forward the work of grassroots organ-
izing among the poor; the Manpower
Development Corporation, which fo-
cused on job training and rural economic

development; and the
Low-Income Housing
Development Corpora-
tion, which promoted
the construction of af-
fordable housing. Many
people on the fund
staff went to work for
one of these organiza-
tions, and both the
Ford Foundation and
the Office of Economic
Opportunity continued
to provide some
funding for them. But
with the fund’s demise,
the antipoverty effort
in North Carolina lost
its place at center stage
in the state’s politics.
Indeed, of these three
spin-off organizations,
only the Manpower
Development Corpor-
ation survived over
the long term.32

The North Carolina Fund, like the
War on Poverty, fell victim to
racial divisiveness and Ameri-

cans’ continued refusal to come to terms
with issues of class in a purportedly
“classless” society.33 But although its
programs have been long forgotten by
most North Carolinians, their legacies
survive in the communities they touched
and in the lives of the former volunteers.
Miriam Dorsey, a Raleigh native and a
fund veteran, has built a career around
political activism. At the end of her
summer of service, she thought briefly
about joining the Peace Corps but
ventured instead to Washington. She
secured a staff position with North
Carolina Representative Richardson
Preyer and, enticed by a study of wage
discrimination in Congress, found her
way onto the Capitol Hill Woman’s
Political Caucus during the early
1970s.34 Dorsey eventually chaired the
group and was thoroughly caught up in
the women’s movement that was taking
shape around the country. Her interests
brought her back to North Carolina in
1977 to join the administration of
Governor James B. Hunt, Jr. She served
the governor as executive director of the
North Carolina Council on the Status of

Women and as his senior policy
development analyst and women’s
policy adviser. In the latter capacity,
Dorsey authored landmark legislation
on domestic violence in 1979 and
spearheaded the unsuccessful
campaign to have North Carolina’s
General Assembly ratify the Equal
Rights Amendment during the early
1980s. Today she credits her work as a
volunteer for giving her life a guiding
purpose. “Everything I have done since
that summer . . . has been trying to
broaden civil rights for different groups
of people,” she explains. “Whether it’s
race or sex or class, civil rights is the
basic thing I have been working for all
these years.”35

Emily Coble, who served with
Dorsey during the summer of 1964, has
led a quieter but no less committed life.
After leaving the fund, she signed on for
two tours with the Peace Corps and
then returned to North Carolina to
begin work as an elementary school
teacher. Today she runs a bilingual
classroom for Spanish-speaking children
of migrant farm workers. Just as thirty
years ago she delighted in working with
the impoverished children in a fund-
supported playschool, now she feels a
commitment to helping new immigrants
make their way in an oftentimes hostile
and unwelcoming world. A self-
described “stranger in a strange land,”
Coble relies on memories of her
volunteer summer to supply her with
the ability “to be tolerant, to appreciate,
to respect, and to care.”36

In 1996, Coble and other veterans
of the North Carolina Fund gathered
for a reunion and a conference with

a new generation of community volun-
teers. Together with more than two
hundred high school and college stu-
dents, policy makers, and representa-
tives of charitable foundations, they
discussed and debated the experiences
of the past, the lessons of history, and
the challenges of contemporary times.
Even in the 1960s, when the economy
was growing and national leaders
stood committed to equal opportunity,
local communities as much as the
federal government were key battle-
grounds for change. Today, in an age
of welfare reform and devolution, that

Social change . . . requires 
not only good intentions but
also a willingness to confront
and transform existing social
and economic relations.
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is as true as ever. The story of the
North Carolina Fund and its student
volunteers therefore has much to teach
North Carolinians, and Americans
generally.37

First, the story is a reminder of the
importance of activist citizenship in a
diverse democracy. The young people
who attended the Volunteers program
reunion were intensely concerned
about the continuing issues of racial
justice and economic equality. Never-
theless, they work in an environment
that is constrained in powerful and
sometimes contradictory ways by the
legacies of the past. Lacking either
direct experience or deep appreciation
for the critical role of community organ-
izing and political mobilization, many
of today’s young community volunteers
see only two viable means of effecting
change: as providers of direct service to
poor communities or as power brokers
in the public policy arena. 

That is, in part, no accident. Today’s
community service movement often re-
flects lessons learned during the 1960s
about the political messiness and un-
predictability of volunteerism. Much of
the literature on service learning, for
instance, focuses more on the moral
development of volunteers than on the
role of service in contesting political
power. Similarly, the enabling legisla-
tion for AmeriCorps, the national ser-
vice program established in 1993, draws
a sharp distinction between service and
activism. For instance, AmeriCorps
volunteers can work to winterize the
homes of the poor, but they would vio-
late the terms of their contract by
joining with “labor unions” or other
“partisan political organizations” to
demand the enforcement of housing
codes. One way to break this impasse
is to explore the work of the fund vol-
unteers and to recover historical mem-
ories of their experiences. Social
change, they remind the current gen-
eration of policy makers, requires not
only good intentions but also a willing-
ness to confront and transform existing
social and economic relations.38

The recovery of historical memory is
not just the work of scholars; it is,
perhaps more importantly, the work of
ordinary citizens as well. Volunteer
programs—ranging from Habitat for

Humanity to Teach for America and
campus service-learning curricula—
have proliferated over the last decade.
What is striking, however, is how little
these undertakings are informed by a
knowledge of their predecessors. To fill
that void, the country needs a concerted
research effort to explore the history of
volunteerism in contemporary America
and its effects on individuals, commu-
nities, and the larger polity. It also
needs volunteer and service-learning

programs that actively promote an
intergenerational dialogue. Only in
these ways can America begin to pre-
pare citizen-volunteers who are neither
ignorant of the past nor bound by it.39

Finally, the story of the North
Carolina Fund volunteers underscores
the role of interracial, cross-class alli-
ances in nurturing an inclusive, demo-
cratic society. The fund was surely
right in turning its attention after 

1965 to the development of indigenous
leadership within poor communities,
but if the agency made a mistake, it
was in seeing that goal as inconsistent
with a sustained and robust program
of student volunteerism. With the
shutdown of the Volunteers program,
the fund lost much of its ability to
build broad-based support for its
work; student activists—both black
and white—had fewer opportunities to
establish relationships across the racial

Top: Under a nonprofit organization
created by the North Carolina 
Fund (the Manpower Development
Corporation), tobacco and peanut
harvesters displaced by machines
learned new skills, such as wood-
working. Bottom: As part of an em-
phasis on promoting self-sufficiency, 
a fund volunteer teaches a Salisbury
mother how to make clothes for her
children on a sewing machine.
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divide; and the poor found it increas-
ingly difficult to secure the allies they
required to pursue their rights and
needs.40 As William Julius Wilson and
others have argued, these are precisely
the kinds of coalition-building and
boundary-crossing activities that are
needed to combat “the rising inequality
in American society.” “The true task
before us,” Wilson maintains, is for
“the American people, and especially
the leaders of the poor, the working
classes, the displaced and the margin-
alized, the downsized and the deskilled,
to set aside differences and work
together” on a common agenda.41

Today the United States faces prob-
lems similar to those confronted by
Sanford and his colleagues forty years
ago: rapid technological change,
growing income inequality, smoldering
racial hostilities, and a workforce in-
creasingly ill equipped to meet the
challenges of a global economy. In
remarks to the North Carolina Fund
conference in 1996, Sanford lamented
his generation’s inability to address
these issues adequately. They had not
lost the War on Poverty, he insisted;
“they [had] abandoned the battlefield.”
He was excited to see young activists
committed to the ideals of the North
Carolina Fund, and he urged them 
to be “more persistent” in fighting 
poverty and racial injustice. For all 
its limitations, Sanford counseled this
new generation of citizen soldiers, 
the fund still offered a model of what
“could be.”42
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