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PREFACE

Anumber of themes permeate Urban Politics: A Reader. First, it is organized on
a historical basis. Utilizing a narrative approach has the advantage of making
intuitive sense to students who readily grasp the story of the rise, fall, and possible
resurrection of U.S. cities. Moreover, proceeding chronologically facilitates learn-
ing because to understand how urban politics works now, it is essential for stu-
dents to know what has happened in the past. Second, this reader highlights the
crucial role of societal change in engendering political change within cities.
Accordingly, considerable attention is devoted to how industrialization, internal
migration, immigration, racial and ethnic transition, deindustrialization, subur-
banization, and globalization have affected urban politics. Third, although the
influence of broad societal forces is elaborated at length, this reader also strives to
illuminate how people—both at an elite level and at the grassroots—make a dif-
ference in how a polity is governed; in short, structure and agency matter in elu-
cidating local governance. Fourth, in teaching urban politics I have always tried
to expose students to multiple voices with respect to race and ethnicity, class,
culture, and ideology. A thorough encounter with the rich variety of perspectives
that make up the urban mosaic is necessary for comprehending who wields power
and why. A consequence of employing the same approach here is that this book
contains more readings than other urban politics readers (but a similar number in
comparison to many other readers in urban studies and American politics).
My hope is that the depth and breadth of this reader will engage students and
stimulate lively discussion and debate.

As for the format of the book, each chapter begins with an essay that provides
historical, conceptual, and theoretical context for the readings to follow. Although
relatively short, these introductory essays cover a lot of substantive ground while
offering guidance for further reading for those who wish to pursue more special-
ized areas of inquiry.

The selected readings naturally represent the core of the book. They include
reflections from familiar and colorful luminaries of the world of urban politics
like George Washington Plunkitt, Andrew Dickson White, and Jacob Riis, as well
as time-tested analyses from long-respected scholars such as Sam Bass Warner,
Robert Merton, Samuel Hays, Michael Katz, Kenneth Jackson, Jon Teaford, Carl
Abbott, and Clarence Stone. I have also turned to many scholars from the current
generation of urbanists whose path-breaking work has been published in the lead-
ing university presses and top journals, including Guian McKee, Jason Hackworth,
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Andra Gillespie, Tracy Neumann, Paul O’Hara, Joel Rast, Audrey Singer, Domenic
- Vitiello, and Thad Williamson. In addition to scholars, there are readings by jour-
nalists (Alan Ehrenhalt, Jonathan Kozol, and Karen Paget), activists (Stokely
Carmichael, Bayard Rustin, and Saul Alinsky), and politicians (the former mayor
of Indianapolis, Stephen Goldsmith). Furthermore, the readings offer a look at a
wide array of places that vary by size, demographic composition, and geography.
Along with the larger urban centers that tend to garner considerable attention
from scholars—New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles—this collection shines an
analytical light on understudied cities such as Indianapolis, San Antonio, Portland,
Richmond, Gary, and Camden.

After each set of readings on a particular topic, I have added material on the
implications for public policy associated with the time period covered and the
contemporary era. The Policy Then/Policy Now sections are designed to give stu-
dents an opportunity to consider more practically how and why urban politics
matters to people in their day-to-day lives, often in momentous ways. Each chap-
ter concludes with a list of additional resources and discussion questions. The
ultimate goals are to expand students’ knowledge of power and politics in
American cities, sharpen critical thinking skills, and cultivate a love of learning
about urban affairs and a lifelong concern for the vitality and well-being of cities.
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Chapter 1

Cities in a Global Era

Introduction

In a book about power and politics in American cities, it is appropriate to ask at the very outset whether cities
are relevant in an age of globalization. And even if cities do fulfill a significant function in the transnational flow
of capital, labor, and goods, how important is political decision making at the local level? When key actors in the
global economy sometimes seem to operate above nation-states in an autonomous and even unaccountable man-
ner, do ordinary citizens living and working in cities have much influence over the big issues that shape their lives?
Put simply, does urban politics still matter?

While sweeping societal change would at first blush seem to undermine the place of cities as economic and
political entities in the global era, many scholars have contended just the opposite. Saskia Sassen notes the para-
dox that notwithstanding the worldwide dispersal of economic activities, there has been a simultaneous concen-
tration of economic activities in cities, which have become strategic nodes in the implementation and maintenance
of the global economy. In her view, cities are the spatial hub of leading economic sectors such as finance and
specialized services for firms. Moreover, they continue to be the primary site of production processes, organiza-
tional arrangements, and physical infrastructures. Sassen claims that it is no coincidence that with the rapid
growth of the globalized knowledge economy based on information, technology, and innovation, we have seen
the marked expansion of cities throughout the world.!

However, urbanists agree that globalization has had varying impacts on American cities. In Reading 1-1,
Richard C. Longworth provides a typology of cities based on their capacity to connect to the global economy. At
the top of the hierarchy are the so-called global cities, such as New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago, which are
major centers of business and finance, technology, culture, and power and thus are directly linked to global net-
works trading in capital, information, and expertise. A second tier of cities is somewhat less tied to the world
economy, but places like Indianapolis, Denver, and Portland continue to serve as thriving regional centers. All
these cities lure newcomers searching for good jobs and economic opportunity. A third tier consists of former
industrial dynamos such as Detroit and Akron that lack both strong links to the global economy and regional
stature; their future prospects are uncertain at best.

Other commentators believe that changes in society threaten the long-term vitality of all but the most prosper-
ous cities. They point to the revolution in digital communications and how it has transformed how we think
about space, community, and urban life. The Internet makes it possible for individuals, groups, and firms to
conduct their affairs from virtually anywhere, rendering the age-old need for people to cluster together in urban
places much less compelling.? But perceptive observers such as Joel Kotkin contend that the digital era may actu-
ally be a boon for cities. He argues that while individuals and businesses are increasingly able to settle wherever
they wish, their locational decisions hinge more than ever on the particular amenities of any given area. Ironically,
“the more technology frees us from the tyranny of place and past affiliation, the greater the need for individual
places to make themselves more attractive.” As city leaders endeavor to enhance their appeal to mobile citizens
and firms, at least some urban places (and Kotkin refers to a wide variety of such places, not just large cities) can
be expected to grow and thrive.*
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Indeed, some cities in the United States are now growing and flourishing—for the first time in many decades.
After nearly a century of declining populations, a trend that seriously undermined the economic, social, and cul-
tural condition of urban America, demographers report that the populations of many cities have stabilized while
some have experienced a small but significant increase.’ The recent influx of middle-class people with resources
and skills, including young college graduates, empty nesters, and immigrants, has revitalized neighborhoods and
boosted the overall prospects of cities. At the same time, African Americans and immigrants have been moving at
higher rates to the suburbs. Alan Ehrenhalt calls these recent demographic shifts “The Great Inversion,” and he
considers their implications in Reading 1-2. _

Why have many American cities undergone a resurgence after several decades of decline? One explanation is
that some cities have benefited by offering an attractive urban lifestyle. Richard Florida has influenced numerous
city planners by emphasizing the practical advantages of implementing policies designed to nurture a lively social
environment and a culture that promotes diversity, tolerance, and cosmopolitanism. Such a milieu, Florida main-
tains, entices a “creative class” of well-educated and highly skilled individuals whose collective presence within
urban neighborhoods and business districts serves as an incubator of ideas, innovation, and productivity.® Cities
that have cultivated such environments—Boston, Seattle, and Austin, Texas, to name just a few—have witnessed
healthy population spikes and vigorous economic growth.”

However, it would be highly misleading to proclaim any kind of broad-based urban renaissance throughout
the United States. First, many cities have not experienced a revival. Some cities have been unable to connect to
the global economy or develop robust sociocultural spheres that might attract middle-class newcomers. Such
places continue to suffer desperate levels of unemployment and poverty.® Second, even among those cities with
noticeable gains, the fruits of growth have been uneven. While some sectors of the population have prospered,
others have been left behind. Inequality has become one of the defining characteristics of American cities, as
elaborated by Alan Mallach in Reading 1-3.° g

What is to be done? Cities continue to be the focal point of many of the nation’s most intractable problems.
Along with the deepening chasm between the affluent and the poor, urbanites confront racial and ethnic tensions;
underfunded and underperforming public schools; a dearth of decent, affordable housing; and the stubborn per-
sistence of gangs, drugs, and violent streets. Responding effectively to such issues is the challenge of urban gov-
ernance. But are the problems too immense for cities to make real headway, especially in the global era? Or are
cities uniquely positioned to make significant contributions? After all, citizens are closest to government at the
local level and thus have the best opportunity to get directly involved in the political process and shape public
policy. The potential for democratic engagement is arguably greatest within the nation’s towns and cities. But
what factors work against an energetic and active citizenry? And even assuming an engaged public, what forces
limit the capacity of city governments to act productively?

This book explores these fundamental issues of urban politics. A core assumption is that much can be learned
from the past, and so we begin our analysis by examining how cities were governed at the birth of the United
States and then proceed chronologically. In the process, we will discover how cities have evolved over time and
how citizens and their leaders have utilized political power to try and improve their societies. Many approaches
to urban governance have been employed with varying degrees of success. For our purposes, the “visions of poli-
tics” that have emerged at different times and places provide valuable lessons for the contemporary period. By
the end of this narrative, we hope that you will have developed the knowledge and skills to judge for yourself
how cities today might go about pursuing a brighter future.

Notes

1. Saskia Sassen, Cities in a World Economy, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press, 2012); Saskia Sassen, The
Global City: New York, London, Tokyo (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991).
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