TENT CITIES TACTICS: UNITY IN COMMUNITY
Emerging Political Tactics of the Poor and Homeless, a brief Summary of some past Experiences of the Kensington Welfare Rights Union’s (KWRU) and some recent National Homeless 
Union’s Tent Cities
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INTRODUCTION

The illegal takeover of empty buildings and boarded up houses and the illegal occupying of empty lots and public spaces are today two of the major emerging forms of survival and struggle. These and other desperate forms are arising out of the new excruciating conditions of the capitalist economic system. An unprece-dented labor replacing technological revolution is currently taking place disrupting the very nature of this system. The computerization and robotization of Capitalism is rendering more people impoverished and homeless while concentrating unheard of wealth into the hands of a few individuals. In the United States parti-cularly, these conditions are expressing themselves as cuts and eliminations of welfare and other social service programs; the none availability of decent and affordable housing; and the lack of space in the already overcrowded and dehumanizing city shelter systems. 
Under these new conditions, homelessness is one of the most visible and violent expressions of poverty. The housing crisis in general and homelessness in particular are assuming a more structural or permanent character. This is compelling the most exploited and oppressed sections of the dispossessed (or property-less) class, poor and homeless families, to take up any means possible to save their lives. The pandemics of poverty and homelessness kill. Studies of the Mailman School of Public Health at Columbia University in New York City found that in the United States in the year 2000 over 250, 000 human beings died due to poverty related conditions. This country now has the technical capability to produce a pre-fab house in 45 minutes. Yet estimates have it that annually upwards of 700 homeless individuals freeze to death in this the richest country in the world. In other words, out of economic necessity homeless men, women and children are spontaneously settling into encampments, which in a number of cases become larger tent cities. The public spectacle of tent cities has been of increasing political concern of governmental authorities in this new historical period. They along with other emerging forms of struggle of the poor and dispossessed have been a new and unsettling threat to public complacency and political control.
These survival tactics of struggle began to awaken public attention and exert political influence. The political representatives of the Powers That Be respond with swift police mass destruction of homeless encampments and the arrest of those engaged in illegal takeovers of empty housing and buildings. This response is often combined with the weaponizing of the drug epidemic, which the National Union of the Homeless has called the waging of “Chemical Warfare” on the most impoverished. For a time these counter-tactics have helped contain or “nipped in the bud” the potential political impact of the survival tactics of the poor and homeless. 

What’s significant is that from time to time certain tent cities have been more or less consciously developed with leaders possessing some political awareness. For a time these tent city leaders have been able to counter the effects of many of the tactics of the Powers That Be. This has included curbing some of the more destructive effects of the tactical use of drugs as a political weapon against their encampments. In this way the politically conscious leaders have served to maximize the ideological and political influence of tent cities helping to raise the social and political awareness of the larger public. The following past struggles exhibited these significant experiences: The 1987 Tent City of Tompkins Square Park in New York City; the Tent City of the National Homeless Union Convention held during the October, 1989 Housing Now March on Washington D.C.; and the Tent cities set up during the 1992 Michigan Welfare Rights Organization led “Operation: Michigan Storm.”

The past and current lessons of this type of political organizing, which has adopted and adapted tent city forms of protests and struggle, are especially important for today’s struggles of the poor and homeless. We continue to witness the further dismantling of the “welfare state,” and the deepening crisis of neoliberal policies, all brought about by the systemic economic crisis of global capitalism. We can therefore expect mounting social dislocations, global instability and rising mass resistance. We can expect that this resistance will assume many forms, including all kinds of survival tactics such as in the pro-liferation and spread of illegal homeless encampments in major and smaller cities around the world. 
What the Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU), with its political education committee, was able to creatively do was to politicalize their encampments turn-ing these desperate illegal acts into conscious civil disobedient protest acts. In doing this they were able to strategically build the membership and political influence of the organization.

In this paper we want to draw mostly on the tent city experiences of the past tactical operations of the Kensington Welfare Rights Union and the recent fights of the California Union of the Homeless. These experiences can only be under-stood in connection to the earlier resistances all of which were responses to the new conditions brought about by the unprecedented technological shift in the capitalist economy. These experiences can only be understood as campaigns utilizing tent city tactics not only as a means of bare survival but also as a combination of tactics in the building of a broad and powerful movement to abolish poverty.

PROPHET VERSUS LEADER

In history, the adoption of new political tactics has often served as ways and means of introducing new ideas of class-consciousness through various forms of political education. These various forms of political education embraced the various forms of practical struggle out of necessity taken up by the oppressed masses. The introduction of these new ideas threatened and undermined the old ruling class ideas such as those of racism and gender oppression, divisive and inhumane ideas that support the socio-economic status quo. The unsettling effect of these new ideas prepares the way for fundamental change to a new society. In history basically two types of people, the Prophet and the Leader, have introduced new ideas. Usually, the Prophet is immediately burned at the stakes while it is the Leader that wins. There are even instances in history when the leaders with a mastery of the principles and art of strategy and tactics have made effective use of the martyrdom of the Prophet as part of a combination of means used to win the introduction of new ideas. While at times the Prophet has played useful roles in history we must focus mostly on the political education and training in fostering the qualities of leadership.

The Prophet today, is concerned only with being morally correct and not with being strategically and tactically effective. He is only concerned with professing moral principles without any considerations of the actual possibilities and appropriate means and forms of organizing and fighting for those principles. The approach of the Prophet is without very much thought and analysis. It is frontal and not indirect flying straight into the teeth of the enemy’s strength to be easily defeated and devoured. On the other hand, the art of leadership concerns itself with not only the important problems of morality but also with concrete analysis of the situation indicating the strategy and tactics of winning. Tactics in leadership concern itself with identifying, promoting, and coordinating those forms of struggle arising out of socio-economic and political conditions that allow for strategic victories. In our case, the strategic victories are the use of immediate struggles to develop leaders committed to the building and strengthening of the organization and unity of the class of the poor and dispossessed for the abolition of all poverty and homelessness.

NEW CONDITIONS, NEW TACTICS

Today, the employment of new revolutionary technologies in the capitalist pro-duction process of this country and worldwide is producing structural unem-ployment and under-employment for a huge and growing sector of people. One major manifestation globally is the proliferations of black and informal markets. Having an adequate paying job is basic to survival in today’s economy. It also determines the extent to which one can or cannot participate in the other areas of social life. The wholesale eviction of the poor is forcing them to evolve new forms of survival and struggle, and correspondingly new forms of organization. Tent cities, housing takeovers, and bread riots/rebellions are among the emerging forms of struggle and organization being shaped particularly by the new means of communication created by the new technological revolution as well.

Arising out of the desperate conditions of the new historical period, these forms are necessarily throwing the dispossessed poor and low income into a collision course with the existing economic and legal status quo. This is giving the struggles of the impoverished today an immediate illegal and political class character. In other words, they are raising before society the questions of political control and of which class holds power and which don’t. These new forms and the questions they raised were explosively dramatized by the 1990s rebellions of the impoverished in Chiapas, Haiti, and South Central Los Angeles. Connected to these struggles were the national organizing drives of the National Union of the Homeless throughout the US as well as the current waters and survival struggles of the poor and dispossessed globally. 

It is under the same new historical conditions that the Kensington Welfare Rights Union in the mid-1990s and on into 21st century carried out it work with homeless encampments employing its tent city tactics. These conditions have continued to unfold adding still newer technological features. So in this later period, the National Union of the Homeless and its new California local chapters have also been compelled to take up desperate tent city tactics and battles. The ‘nuts and bolts’ of these tactics are responses to newly developing conditions. They provide important tactical lessons and must be studied. 

However, these tactics must also be understood with a broader strategic perspective anticipating the moves and counter-moves of politicians, police and poverty-pimp agencies and other representatives of the so-called “business community.” Such policy making and dictating ruling circles the likes of Silicon Valley in California, the Partnership of New York City, and the Greater Phila-delphia First Corporation, and the older and powerful Council on Foreign Rela-tions Network represent the biggest capital business interests. These business interests are all tied to Wall Street, a major global financial center of the ruling capitalist class. It is this formidable and sophisticated alignment of economic and political forces that the poor and dispossessed masses are up against. It is this alignment that is upholding an economic system that is not only exploiting us but also killing us. Therefore all the tactics that we have to take up, including the tactics of tent cities must be targeted strategically to defeat our real class enemy and their political strategists and tacticians. This means that mass organizations of the poor and homeless must be transformed into ‘bases of operation’ for the building of a broad and powerful social movement to abolish the poverty-producing system of capitalism.
The first and fundamental task in this fight is to strategically unite and organize the growing ranks of the impoverished and homeless. The central and indispensable means of carrying out this task is political education. The unity and organization of this revolutionary social force will thereby be empowered to exert persuasive ideological political influence awakening and arousing the rest of exploited and oppressed masses. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was very prescient and strategic in this regard. And for this he gave his life. He stated,
“The dispossessed of this nation -- the poor, both white and Negro -- live in a cruelly unjust society. They must organize a revolution against the injustice, not against the lives of the persons who are their fellow citizens, but against the structures through which the society is refusing to take means which have been called for, and which are at hand, to lift the load of poverty. There are millions of poor people in this country who have very little, or even nothing, to lose. If they can be helped to take action together, they will do so with a freedom and a power that will be a new and unsettling force in our complacent national life... …this nonviolent army, this "freedom church" of the poor… 

--The Trumpet of Conscience (1967)
The challenge here for the conscious and committed leaders, teachers, and organizers is to get those “who have very little, or even nothing to lose” “to take action together.” To do this they must be able to adapt and harness the newly emerging forms of struggle as political tactics in the strategic fight to abolish all poverty once and for all. This means effectively combining these new and many other creative forms of struggle.
To meet this challenge the first step is to identify, educate, train, and unify the newly emerging leaders. In other words, to carry out a mass organizing drive of the poor one must first “organize the organizers.” Like the National Union of the Homeless have always insisted, we must first “Pan for Gold” remembering that “All that Glitter Ain’t Gold.” After identified, these potential leaders must acquired mastery in the adoption and adaptation of the newly emerging forms of struggle and organization. In other words, they must understand the conditions that are giving rise to these new forms, the clash of socio-economic forces that are driving and sharpening them, and the methods that are being used to apply them. This mastery cannot be attained except by way of a continual engagement with and evaluation of the experiences of the masses desperately taking up these new forms of defense, and organized resistance.
“NUTS AND BOLTS” 

(TP add more of your thinking on ‘nuts and bolts’ experiences in California and whatever else you think should be changed or subtracted in this paper so far.)

The site chosen initially for a tent city is usually a location where other poor and homeless families have encamped on after being evicted or their homes burned down from ecological wild fires. Many of these families remain homeless because of the city’s refusal to respond urgently accepting responsibility in housing them. Constantly conducting political education on the obvious connection between their plight and that of the families on a lot made vacant by a fire or speculation. Among the first activities in constructing tent cities, we organized a number of preparatory operations as well as established various teams to carry out various necessary functions for the management of the encampment communities. One such preparatory operation is the organization of an advanced search team to find a place that was politically and practically the most suitable and feasible site like ones near a thoroughfare (places where there is a traffic of people viewing and passing by), fire hydrants, and more supportive churches and communities, etc. We had to seek out friends and mutual support partner organizations that can donate and/or help us find such things as tents and/or makeshift shack materials as well as electrical outlets and access to computer communications services, etc. The following division of labor teams proved indispensable: Firstly, a leadership council for overall coordination and to ensure ongoing political education. And further we set up teams dealing with communications, outreach, children, medical tent, church relations and other spiritual and religious groups, a clandestine committee carrying out an assortment of operations that have to remain secret, legal and political and physical security teams.

To speak more about the functions of the some of the teams, let’s talk first about the role of the leadership councils. The role of politically educated leaders is indispensable to the overall function of tent cities especially considering the inevitable attack and counterattacks coming from every conceivable corner. In this connection, the leadership council ensured ongoing political education in each of the encampments. This education helped create a combat readiness and consolidated a strong sense of unity in community among the tent city residents. This unity in community gave the organizing sufficient flexibility when facing a much greater alignment of forces such as that of the local police combined with antagonistic associations and groupings bent on extra-legal intimidations. Faced with overwhelming odds, the Kensington Welfare Rights Union was eventually forced into retreat with the dismantling of many of their tent cities. However, there were able to consciously develop and maintain their unity of community. This meant that KWRU tent cities were not just loosely erected encampments. They were tightly woven together communities able to withstand police assaults and not lose communications and connections with one another. This unity of community enabled them to plan and anticipate the moves of city authorities and the police so as to retreat and regroup in other locations not breaking up but maintaining their fight together for life and livelihood. 
The outreach team connected with different churches and other faith institutions arranging regular arrival times for prayer and drop-offs of different sorts of congregational donations. The team helped set up a welcoming and worship tent for joint prayer services and community care. It also searched out and connected up with student groups in nearby colleges to recruit their solidarity and support. For instance, the Outreach team got in contact with pre-med students and professors at a close by university and local members of Physicians for Social Responsibility and with the tent city Medical team set up a Medical Tent for regularized check ups and other health service. And since the tent city was encamped in a impoverish community, members of that community were invited to come to the Medical Tent to participate in getting weekly check ups. This was one of the way we hooked up the surrounding communities, which helped counter attempts to politically isolate the encampments. Other type of community tents were set up, such as the after school tent for children. In fact this helped one the homeless children to score all A’s on her elementary school report cards, which in addition made for a great anti-stereotype public news coverage. 

All of the cooperative work of the teams of the tent city strengthened the KWRU to contribute to the overall struggle to end the conditions creating poverty and homelessness and requiring the erection of tent cities in the first place.

KENSINGTON WELFARE RIGHTS UNION
The Kensington Welfare Rights Union is a part of the National Welfare Rights Union.  It was based in Kensington, a neighborhood in North Philadelphia. Kensington was also the poorest community in the entire state of Pennsylvania. Thus KWRU’S membership was made up of poor and homeless families and individuals. It was a multi-racial organization that reflected the demographics of the Kensington neighborhood, which was basically 1/3rd poor blacks, 1/3rd poor Latinx, and 1/3rd poor whites and a growing section of impoverished Asians. Poverty comes in every color there. Among other reasons, this situation and membership composition dictated that much of the organizing work of KWRU involved the utilization of illegal encampments or tent cities. In fact the logo of the organization was that of a tent city with slogan, “2 Legit 2 Quit!”
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Two of the tent city experiences of KWRU from which we would like to draw lessons: one is from an encampment on a vacant lot on 4 Street and Lehigh Avenue in North Philadelphia and the other was “Ridgeville” that was named after the Governor then, Tom Ridge who became the first head of the newly established Homeland Security. 

Both of these tent cities were held down and defended for several months or more. The 4th and Lehigh encampment was held 9 months. The most important lesson to be drawn from the two experiences was that they were essentially political education campaigns carried out through the use of nonviolent tactics. Unlike the “Saul Alinsky community organizing model” and narrow trade union organizing, the tent cities were used as forms of political organizing with political education as the central means. What makes this education political is that its primary purpose was to make clear to the struggles of the poor and dispossessed and in particular to the tent city families, the economic and political forces that they were up against. To make clear that they are everywhere going up against the all powerful and globalized US state apparatus, which is the strongest and most forceful expression of the capitalists organized as the ruling class. The necessary nonviolent tactics included finding creative ways and means to avoid the violent- provoking tactics of local police and gangs, who certainly out-resourced us and outgunned us. 

With the takeover of a vacant lot and the construction and maintenance of a sizable tent city at the corner of 4th Street and Lehigh Avenue, the Kensington Welfare Rights Union launched a fierce campaign to house the poor and home-less of the city of Philadelphia in general and over thirty homeless families in particular. The importance of the location of this fight in Kensington/North Philadelphia cannot be overemphasized. North Philadelphia has the largest concentration of poverty in the whole region. 

On July 27, 1995 KWRU and the 30 families of the tent city, along with members of the student and youth group, Empty the Shelter Fill the Homes and Philadel-phia/Delaware Valley Union of the Homeless held a demonstration on the Southeast side of city hall demanding affordable housing for the poor and the human right to housing for all. Towards the end of the protest KWRU, the families and supporters made a human chain across the street extending from city hall to the old Wanamaker Building where the regional HUD office is housed. They held up traffic for about half hour shouting: “Where is the money?” Refer-ring to the 14.8 million dollars sent to Philadelphia to supposedly solve some of the housing issues.

The city countered with the arrest of six KWRU leaders. They were later released. However, while the last leader of the city hall protest was being released from jail, the police were arresting another leader at the tent city site. The tent city was then subject to constant police maneuvers and harassments. Encampment residents were attacked in everyway possible involving successive and combined operations by different arms of the Police Department, local media and various poverty-pimp agencies. 
One low terroristic blow was delivered when one of the mothers had her children taken by the Department of Human Services claiming the irresponsibility of their mother and that the tent city was unfit for their habitation. Incidentally, they showed no concern at any other time for housing these homeless children and their mother. Before moving in with the 4th and Lehigh tent city community they had been living in a whole lot more dangerous situations. The way that the tent city was kept clean and organized the children were a lot more safe and cared for. An immediate objective of this blatant political move was to scare and demoralize the families of tent city and to keep other homeless mothers away from the site. 

Another attack was the turning off the fire hydrant near the site, the only source of water the people used to clean themselves and to cool off during the deadly 104 degrees heat wave. Only after a protest from community supporters and local religious leaders was the fire hydrant turned back on.

To make matters worst these assaults were combined with increasing attacks by invading giant rats. Owing to onset of colder winter conditions, these rodent monsters began to come in closer and closer to the heat of the campsite threat-ening to bite the children. In response to this situation the encampment’s leadership council made effective preparations for a planned and anticipated retreat from 4th and Lehigh. 

The KWRU then gave a final prayer at the site and then moved to take over the abandoned St. Edwards the Confessor, Roman Catholic Church in North Philadelphia. The whole of the tent city was moved into a previously scouted out boarded up Catholic Church, St. Edwards, outmaneuvering the rats and gaining shelter from the cold winter in one of “God’s Sanctuary.” They erected the tents and placed makeshift beds between the pews. They established a donations center in the backrooms of the church. They held religious services every Sunday morning.

The creative tactical move placed the Archdiocese in a religious moral dilemma paralyzed as to whether or not to evict homeless families and their children from “God’s Sanctuary” and into the dead winter cold. The unpopularity of that option for the time being took away from the Archdiocese and city official any possible countermoves. Much drama was created by the KWRU tent city tactical move and it evoked much debate throughout the Greater Philadelphia region. The church takeover received a lot of support from the former Nuns and congregation of the church who were opposed to the closing down and boarding up the church as well as from the surrounding community. Religious students from nearby Eastern University pledged and publicly announced that they would form a human chain around the St. Edwards Church to block the city and the Archdiocese if they moved to evict the tent city homeless families.

As the Christmas holiday season approached, the presence of the tent city in the church raised some serious theological questions within the religious community and other sections of society. Posters used in earlier struggles of the Homeless Union were put up all around the Church’s wall saying, “Why worship a homeless man on Sunday and walk all over him on Monday.” The debate was also raised questions about the insanity of having poverty increased for the many at the same time wealth and prosperity increase for a few. How most families, no matter the color, are but one paycheck or a healthcare crisis away from poverty and home-lessness. And about the insanity of a few having a winter, spring, summer, and autumn haves and house in Paris, France while tens of millions have no home. 

As consolidated members of the KWRU, the homeless families – with support from hundreds of community contacts – turned away the constant harassment and threats of eviction by the Archdiocese, the police and fire departments, Department of Human Services workers and hostile elected officials. 

As a result of these confrontations, with more attacks on the way, more support grew from the neighboring community of the church. Many of the neighbors were past congregants of the closed and boarded up church. Even members of a local “youth gang” prepared a barbeque lunch for the homeless families at the Church. Undercover police officers that were in sympathy with tent city families at night brought bags of ice. Firemen from the local fire department showed support bringing various fire safety devices to insure that the church was up to code. Representative and choir members from different denominational church congregations visited donating food and money and holding joint prayers with tent city residents. This they said was “the best way [they] know of giving spiritual and moral support” to the struggle.
In the case of Ridgeville, it turned out that we had constructed the tent city on a corner of an impoverished enterprise zone where drug dealers and the district’s police had been collaborating in illicit drug trade. At night the police would come regularly to that site to receive their cut of money from the sales. However, the establishment of Ridgeville brought much attention to the illicit business. So the police began to move step by step to pressure the tent city to leave so the illicit trade could continue with little fan fare. So they arrange for members of two rival gangs and drugs addicts to move into the tent city causing much havoc and danger to the families. For instance, early on a security team was set up and found a Tec-9 semi-automatic gun in one of the tents. The team confiscated the gun and the person who had possession was asked to leave the encampment. However the rivalry between the two groups of gang members almost erupted in a mini-civil war. In anticipation of the likelihood of this danger happening the leadership council and the security team phase by phase move the children and their parents from the site into the homes of other KWRU members and friends. These prepared operations were part of a planned general retreat from the lot. It was part of the launching of the Harrisburg Campaign that was publically announced as the “March from Ridgeville to Ridge’s Mansion.” The actual march from Philadelphia to Harrisburg, the capitol city of Pennsylvania, was the first phase of KWRU’s Harrisburg Campaign. The next phase of the Campaign was the moving of the Ridgeville tent city right into the halls of the famous Capitol Rotunda. That planned retreat and successive phases opened up another round of protests and organizing.
CALIFORNIA UNION OF THE HOMELESS 
(TP add or rewrite in your thinking…)
The California Union of the Homeless is a part of the National Union of the Homeless. The National Committee to Reestablish the National Union of the Homeless was formed during Poor People’s Moral Congress in Washington D.C. June, 2019. Local chapters of the California Homeless Union have accumulated some important lessons as leaders in the struggles of some of the largest homeless encampments in the country. Battling the Police and other authorities, battling in the courts, battling the coronavirus, the tent city struggles of the locals of the California Union of the Homeless have acquires some rich experiences in the poor organizing the poor. 

The economic doldrums with mass evictions and the proliferation of homeless encampment, the growth of homeless student populations, the uncontrollable fires and massive ecological devastations, the coronavirus pandemic are signs of these explosive times. Confronted with these worsening conditions the California Homeless Union has formed a number of bravely fighting locals. In this fight and organizing they have taken up the tactics of weaponizing and politicalizing tent cities. Combine with the court tactics of revolutionary lawyering the homeless encampments battles give some very effective ways of political struggle and organizing the poor and homeless.
CONCLUSION
Overall the tent city experiences confirmed the political utility of the 6 Panther Ps. That is, the 1) Program, 2) Protests, 3) Projects of Survival, 4) Press Work, 5) Political Education, and 6) Plans not Personalities. They proved tactically useful in the building of mass membership organizations of the poor like the National Union of the Homeless.  Persevering in this course of action could transform these organizations into bases of operation rendering mutual support to domes-tic and global mass organizing drives to unite the poor and property-less as class.

The work of particularly the KWRU tent cities was many pronged. It entailed the use of what we call projects of survival, which included ongoing food distribution and the providing of services to neighborhood residents in dire need of assistance with utilities and other problems. They helped get their utilities turned back on and have given help to evicted families, etc. These cooperative projects were based on today’s society surplus secured through food throwaways, donations, and small underground operations, etc. Other activities included presswork, that is, the production and distribution of flyers and organizational literature; the painting of large signs with such messages or slogans as “No Houses No Peace!” and “Philly feed and house your children!” etc.
The tent cities were dramatic exposures of an inhumane situation caused the nature of a capitalistic economic system. The different topics and demands of the exposures became the subjects of weekly political education of tent city residents. This education like the projects of survival assumed different forms such as weekly outdoor community video showings, Movie Nights, on the large screen, which depicted the plight, fight, and insight of the lives and struggles of the poor and homeless families, etc.
They held ongoing protests attempting to gain dramatic attention to the failure of the economic system, and to put continued pressures on the city, state, and federal government due to their failure to address the basic needs of increasing segments of the population. For instance, the naming the tent city “Ridgeville” was itself a protest against the deadly anti-poverty policies of the then Pennsylvania Governor, Tom Ridge. With regular political education complimenting all this activity they have been actively building the leaders and members and developing the structure of their organization as well as the recognition within the community of the KWRU as an organization that is truly about addressing the dire needs of the people.

The residents of the KWRU tent cities were constantly subjected to multifaceted harassment campaigns. These anti-tent city campaigns were both overt and covert operations clearly orchestrated by the Civil Affairs Branch of the Philadelphia Police Department (which acts locally similarly to the Federal Bureau of Investigation [FBI] nationally). The reason for these coordinated attacks was that the politicalized tent cities represented a potent statement of protest more potent than a thousands leaflets. As a political tactic it registered a very visible and moving moral indictment against the unjust policies and priorities of a system that would allow increasing numbers of men, women, and children to go homeless and die for the lack of money. It served as an effective tactic for promoting a program of abolishing poverty and homelessness in the land of plenty.

Far from being a single day of action or mobilization, the tent city struggle lasted months unfolding as a sustained campaign made up of series and combinations of ongoing actions. The 4th and Lehigh encampment lasted over 9 months. As a sustained campaign it was far more conducive to political consciousness-raising and leadership and organizational development.
Many of the tent cities set up by the KWRU along with other creative and bold tactics enabled it to become a force to be reckoned with in the Greater Phila-delphia area and throughout the state of Pennsylvania. KWRU, as a poor and homeless mass membership organization, became a base of operation for the first major efforts to reignite the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s national Poor People’s Campaign. It spearheaded that attempt in bringing together of poor organizations around the country to form the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC).

The tent city tactic has been a double-edged sword that struck double blows of protest. On the one edge, its message attracted much attention and support in poor communities that are socially explosive. And on the other edge, it effectively exposed public officials and their support of an inhumane system at a time when many of them were seeking reelection and there was much public discussion. The many difficulties and attacks and counter-tactics of the enemy have served to strengthen leadership and organization. 
Another major lesson drawn from these tent city experiences and must not be lost in the political education and training of leaders and organizers of our struggle. This lesson is ignored at our peril. That is that the Powers That Be and their agents are going to be prepared to employ those weapons in their arsenal that have proved most effective. One such weapon is the so-called, “War on Drugs”, which amount to what the Homeless Union called a “chemical warfare” on the poor and homeless. The historians of the Powers That Be are quite aware of how “chemical warfare” was successfully used against the Native Americans in the US and in the Opium Wars against China. Presently there exist mass graves in Potter fields throughout the US where millions of poor and homeless in unnamed makeshift caskets are buried. During the Coronavirus pandemic layered on top a record-breaking unemployment and food crisis the bodies of the impoverished buried in the mass graves have increased. In New York City alone there has been an increased from a weekly average of 25 bodies buried to over 120 buried.
A significant part of the demise of the old 1980s-90s National Union of the Homeless was its succumbing to the destructive effects of chemical warfare. This can be attributed to conscious police facilitated policies putting to full use the demoralizing, devastating and deadly effects of the spread of alcoholic addictions and the crack cocaine epidemic. Throughout the USA, in areas such as “Methadone Mile” in Boston, Massachusetts there exist whole blocks of homeless men and women whose lives have been devastated by the wholesale bombardments inflicted by the implemented policies of Chemical warfare. The highly paid sociologists and intelligence experts of the ruling class are well aware that if drugs are taking out the poor communities they will most probably explode in mass uprisings posing greater political threat to capitalist society. So they no doubt see the tactical use of drugs and drug gangs as a potent weapon in their political arsenal. With the pending mass economic and social dislocations and mass housing evictions, we can expect the spread of housing takeovers and tent city encampments throughout the country. We can then expect the class enemy inevitable wielding the proven weapons of chemical warfare in response to the explosive situation.

Lastly, the first strategic and vital step is to use the tent city tactic of struggle and organizing to identify, educate, train, and unify the newly emerging leaders. These leaders become the “glue” that holds the encampment together as a unity in community during periods of protests as well as periods of retreat and regrouping. Again, the role of politically trained leaders and organizers is particularly vital in periods of retreat and regrouping. This is especially the case when facing attacks and the shutting down of tent cities by hostile forces that are more organized and powerful early on in the struggle. However, the struggle to abolish poverty and homelessness continues…
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