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PREFACE

The Iraq War has all but pushed cities and domestic policy off the national agenda
in the United States. For a short time, it appeared that the flooding of New Orleans

might remind us of the continued unmet problems in urban America, including con-
tinued high poverty and racial inequality. High debt and deficits associated with the
war—now estimated to cost more than $1 trillion and perhaps as much as $2 trillion—
foreclose the possibility of a stronger federal role in urban affairs.1 Even without the
war, it is unlikely that the federal government would have invested anew in cities or
efforts to address urban problems. Since the 1980s, the federal government has with-
drawn its interest and investment in urban affairs, at least in any concerted way.

Political Change in the Metropolis, Eighth Edition, tracks these political changes and
the reactions of urban scholars to them. It also offers the reader a theoretical framework
for interpreting these changing events, as well as scholarly perspectives. Our intent is
to analyze the patterns of bias inherent in the organization and operation of urban pol-
itics. Government structures and processes are not neutral. For example, early twentieth-
century progressive reforms such as nonpartisanship and at-large elections strengthened
the political influence of upper-middle-class professionals while reducing the influence
of lower-class and working-class immigrants. A major question today, in scholarly research
and in the federal courts, is whether these same biases currently undermine the political
influence of African Americans and Hispanics.

Part One of this book addresses the basic themes of bias, change, and the metro-
politanization of America. Part Two focuses on the rise, decline, and consequences of
machine and ethnic politics. Part Three focuses on the contemporary city. Within Part
Three, Chapter 5 discusses the increasingly important political roles played by African
Americans, Hispanics, and Asians in American cities; Chapter 6 examines the changing
urban political economy; and Chapter 7 discusses the contest for dominance in American
cities.

Part Four shifts our attention away from the central city and toward the broader
metropolis. Chapter 8 treats the challenge that sprawl and growth are posing to subur-
bia; Chapter 9 covers the various strategies for reforming metropolitan government that
have been implemented over the past 50 years and the extent to which these reforms
have been successful. This discussion is followed in Chapter 10 by a treatment of
incremental metropolitan reforms. Finally, in Part Five, Chapter 11 discusses the
changing role of the federal government in urban affairs. Chapter 12 offers a general
summary of the major urban changes and the political biases related to them and
makes some cautious projections about the probable direction of change over the next

vii

1Bob Herbert, “George Bush’s Trillion-Dollar War,” the New York Times, March 23, 2006, A25.



generation in urban America. In this edition of Political Change in the Metropolis, the au-
thors continue to update the text and strive to balance the historical treatment of cities
and the metropolis with more contemporary trends. Throughout the book, the authors
update tables and figures to provide the latest available data on trends in metropolitan
areas including numbers and types of governments; population; social, economic, and
fiscal conditions; crime rates; and poverty. The most significant changes from the last
edition include a new discussion of the concept of resilient cities; an update on the sta-
tus of redevelopment of lower Manhattan; a new section on the New Orleans flooding
following Hurricane Katrina; a review of the new census terminology for metropolitan
areas; updated trends on concentrated poverty; and greater treatment of George W. Bush’s
urban policies.We hope that the text retains its familiarity to past users while also ap-
pealing to those who seek more contemporary coverage of urban affairs.

The authors want to express their appreciation to the editorial team at Longman,
especially to Eric Stano, editor-in-chief, and Donna Garnier, editorial assistant. They
greatly facilitated the revisions and ensured the manuscript was completed in a timely
fashion. Rona Tuccillo,Visual Researcher at Longman, was a great help in finding pho-
tos of the New Orleans flooding. We also want to thank Abi Smith, graduate research
assistant in the Ph.D. program in Urban and Public Affairs program at the University of
Louisville. Abi provided invaluable assistance by gathering data and articles for the up-
dates of tables in the text, responding to editorial queries, and ensuring that the pro-
duction process stayed on schedule. Melissa Morrison, a graduate assistant in the Master’s
in Urban Planning program at the University of Louisville, did an excellent job of
putting together the index.

The production team at Pre-Press Company, Inc., especially Patrick Franzen, was
extremely efficient and professional in editing the manuscript and ensuring that the
final product is readable and understandable. Finally, we would like to thank those
anonymous reviewers of the previous edition whose helpful feedback proved to be
invaluable guidance in shaping this revision: Craig W. Allin, Cornell College;
Christopher A. Cooper, Western Carolina University; and Jennifer L. Pfeifer, Univer-
sity of Minnesota.

—RONALD K. VOGEL and JOHN J. HARRIGAN
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PART ONE
�

METROPOLITAN CITIES IN THE
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans on August 29, 2005, all but destroying the city. The storm
riveted the attention of the American people, reminding us of the destructive forces of

nature and the fragility of urban infrastructure and the modern systems we depend upon for pub-
lic services and daily living. Terrorists hijacked two planes and crashed them into the World Trade
Center in New York City on September 11, 2001, causing the collapse of the Twin Towers, spread-
ing fear and panic throughout lower Manhattan and indeed the nation at large. The attack led to
the grounding of all commercial flights, disrupted all transportation in and out of the city, and left
a gaping hole in the skyline of New York. Studies of contemporary urban politics cannot ignore
these events. Yet the response—federal, state, and local—must be considered in light of “enduring
tensions” in urban politics in the United States. Indeed, the New Orleans flood reminds us of the
persistence of widespread poverty and racial inequalities that are the underlying conditions asso-
ciated with the urban crisis in American cities. Moreover, for the near future, the aging infrastruc-
ture in American cities and threats posed by sprawl and overdevelopment to the environment may
pose a greater long-term danger to cities and urban life. The goal of this book is to balance under-
standing contemporary phenomena affecting cities, such as globalization, terrorism, or natural
disasters, against a longer-term perspective on urban politics in the United States.

By way of introduction, Chapter 1 highlights the major challenges cities face today and puts
them in historical context. These challenges include natural disasters, domestic and international
terrorism, concentrated poverty, racial and ethnic tension, and continuing population sprawl be-
yond the boundaries of cities. Current urban problems are considered against the historical back-
drop of the development and politics of the cities.

Chapter 1 traces the organization of urban politics through three historical periods, each with
its own biases. The first era, machine- and ethnic-based politics, is associated with European immi-
grants who governed the larger cities of the Northeast and Midwest from the 1840s through the
1920s. The second era, functional fiefdoms, began in the 1930s and continued to gain momentum
in the post–World War II period. Expansion of governmental services and activities led to the
organization of political influence on a functional basis rather than on the ethnic and geographic
bases that had predominated in the earlier era. A number of special districts, public authorities,
and independent agencies were created under the reform banner to prevent politics from interfer-
ing with the judgments of experts, such as local boards of health run by medical professionals.
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2 Part One • Metropolitan Cities in the Twenty-First Century

The third era is that of the dependent city. It emerged in the late 1960s and is characterized
by a concern about the viability of the city in the face of dramatic contemporary political, eco-
nomic, and social change. The city is buffeted about by external forces such as reduced federal
aid, the rise of a world economy, and continued suburbanization beyond the city limits. Local
leaders must respond to these external forces as much as or more than to internal urban politics.
The threat of terrorism, both foreign and domestic, may indicate the emergence of a fourth era of
urban politics in cities—that of the vulnerable city. Adding to the vulnerable city is the growing
propensity for natural disasters to affect more people, possibly because more people now live
nearer threats, as well as the rise of more complex and fragile urban systems that can easily be
disrupted accidentally or deliberately.

Some of the implications of these changes are discussed in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 defines
some basic concepts of urbanization, explains why and how America became urbanized, and ex-
amines the political biases that have accompanied urbanization and metropolitanization in the
United States.



CHAPTER 1
�

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY CITIES
AND THE CHALLENGE OF URBAN

GOVERNANCE

CHAPTER SYNOPSIS

Resilient Cities: New York City and the World Trade Center Attack; New Orleans and Hurricane
Katrina • Urban Politics and the Bias of Political Organization • Three Historical Periods of

Urban Politics: Ethnic- and Geographic-Based Politics and the Era of the Political Machines;
Functional Fiefdoms and the Era of Reform; The Dependent City • A Fragmented System of Local

Government • Defining Politics and Power in the City

Resilient Cities

In the 1980s, cities were viewed as dangerous places associated with urban decline, vio-
lent crime, and volatile race relations. This image of the city was somewhat exaggerated
but not entirely inaccurate. Crime rates were high, central cities were losing population,
and there were growing economic and social disparities between residents of the central
cities and of the suburbs.

In contrast, the period from about 1993 to 2001 was one of economic growth and
prosperity for American cities. Many declining cities saw their populations stabilize or even
increase modestly. Income, economic opportunity, and revenues grew greatly in the urban
centers, even if they were sometimes outpaced by the suburbs. Massive investment in cen-
tral business districts occurred with many cities boasting new stadiums, arenas, perform-
ing arts centers, waterfront parks, and the like. Even if inner-city neighborhoods were
plagued by severe poverty and (along with first-ring suburbs) showed signs of decline, the
cities had shiny new downtowns and enhanced infrastructure and services. Even if the
public schools were failing, the cities themselves seemed to be thriving. This was most evi-
dent in flush city budgets and in the decline in violent crime (see Chapter 11).

Just as we became more optimistic about the fate of American cities, the terror-
ist attacks of September 11, 2001, raised new fears about the health and future of
cities.1 Cities are not just threatened by international terrorists. The bombings at the
Atlanta Olympics in 1996 and the Oklahoma City federal building in 1995 were the
work of domestic terrorists. In addition, as the Cincinnati riots in 2001 reminded
us, circumstances that might spawn a race riot are present in many cities; that is, the
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4 Part One • Metropolitan Cities in the Twenty-First Century

presence of a significant group at the bottom of the social ladder whose members
believe they have little chance of advancing. The immediate catalysts for riots are
usually charges of police brutality, a shooting of a minority youth, or the acquittal of
a police officer charged with excessive force.

Although cities have long been vulnerable to natural and human disasters, almost
all of these cities are rebuilt and few cities actually perish.2 Lawrence J. Vale and
Thomas J. Campanella, in a book called The Resilient City, distinguish natural disasters
from human disasters, which are further classified as accidental or deliberate. Exam-
ples of natural disasters that nearly destroyed American cities are the Chicago Fire
(1871), the San Francisco Earthquake (1906), and the Yellow Fever Epidemic in Mem-
phis (1878). Human disasters may be accidents such as the chemical release in Bhopal,
India (1984) and the nuclear reactor meltdown in Chernobyl, Ukraine (1986). Human
disasters also include civil war, for example, the killings and destruction due to bomb-
ing and gunfire in Beirut (1980s) and the burning of Atlanta (1864). World War I and
World War II destroyed parts or all of places such as London, Berlin, and Tokyo as nations
bombed each other’s major cities. The U.S. used nuclear bombs to destroy the Japanese
cities of Hiroshima (1945) and Nagasaki (1945). International terrorism by Al Qaeda
hijacking planes and using them as missiles to destroy the World Trade Center and se-
verely damage the Pentagon (2001) are the most recent human disasters. Cities also
face domestic terrorism by right-wing extremists often linked to white supremacist
movements as in the case of the bombings at the Atlanta Olympics (1996) by Eric
Rudolph and the Oklahoma federal building (1995) by Timothy McVeigh.

The rebuilding of cities reveals the underlying urban politics as well as the way the
natural or human disaster may have altered urban politics. As Lawrence J. Vale and
Thomas J. Campanella state:

The process of post-disaster recovery is a window into the power structure of the society
that has been stricken. Understanding the meaning of urban disasters therefore entails more
than examining the various institutions every society sets up to manage recovery. These
institutions—such as civil defense organizations, law enforcement agencies, charities, insur-
ance brokers, and victims compensation funds—are certainly vital aspects of urban resilience.
Yet the broad cultural question of recovery is more than a problem of “disaster management,”
however daunting and important that may be. What we call “recovery” is also driven by
value-laden questions about equity. Who sets the priorities for the recovering communities?
How are the needs of low-income residents valued in relation to the pressing claims of dis-
rupted businesses? Who decides what will be rebuilt where, and which voices carry forth
the dominant narratives that interpret what transpires? Who gets displaced when new facili-
ties are constructed in the name of recovery? What roles do nonlocal agencies, national dis-
aster-assistance policies, and international relief organizations have in setting guidelines for
reconstruction? How can urban leaders overcome the lingering stigma inflicted by their
city’s victimization? What place is there for visionary architecture and long-range planning?3

In other words, rebuilding the city is a function of and reflects the urban politics of that
city. This becomes clear as we review the cases of New York City and New Orleans.

New York City and the World Trade Center Attack

At 8:45 a.m. on September 11, 2001, a passenger jet struck the north tower of the
World Trade Center (WTC), and 18 minutes later a second airliner hit the south tower.
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At 9:43 a.m., a third plane crashed into the Pentagon, and a fourth flight went down at
10:10 a.m. in Pennsylvania. At 10:28 a.m., the WTC collapsed, watched on television
by millions of Americans. Later, it was learned that the four planes had been hijacked
by terrorists connected to Osama bin Laden, who was also connected to the bombing
of two U.S. embassies in Africa in 1998, to that of the Cole battleship in 2000, and to
the earlier (1993) bombing of the WTC. All flights in the United States were grounded
for several days. New York City was virtually shut down, as bridges and tunnels con-
necting Manhattan to the mainland were closed. In the following days and weeks, the
city searched in vain for survivors and began to clear the rubble.4 Mayor Rudolph Giu-
liani emerged as a national hero, universally praised for his courage and resolve in the
immediate aftermath of the attack.

The total cost of the terrorist attack on New York City was astounding. At the
World Trade Center 2,726 people lost their lives. Among the dead were 23 New York
City police officers and 343 firefighters killed when the towers unexpectedly collapsed
shortly after the planes crashed into them.5 The New York City Partnership and
Chamber of Commerce estimated the total economic impact on New York City’s econ-
omy will exceed $83 billion. Even after federal and state assistance and insurance
reimbursements, the city faced $16 billion in “net damage to the economy.” The
chamber study reported 125,000 jobs were lost in the immediate aftermath of the
attack—100,000 in lower Manhattan—the heart of the city’s financial services indus-
try. In addition, about 25 million square feet of office space, about 30 percent of the
office space in lower Manhattan, was lost or damaged. A subway, a power station, and
a telephone switching station also need to be rebuilt.6

New York City, October 4, 2001—An aerial view of the recovery operation under way 
in lower Manhattan at the site of the collapsed World Trade Center.
Source: Photo by Andrea Booher/FEMA News Photo. http://www.fema.gov/.

http://www.fema.gov/


6 Part One • Metropolitan Cities in the Twenty-First Century

Our Darkest Day; Our Finest Hour

On September 11, New York City suffered the darkest day in our long history. The
destruction of the World Trade Center, and the resulting loss of thousands of lives,
has broken our City’s heart. But our heart still beats and our City remains strong.
We will emerge from this stronger than we have ever been before.

This vicious, unprovoked attack on our City, and our Nation, demonstrates
the depths of human cowardice and cruelty. Yet the reaction of New Yorkers to
this tragedy has shown us the heights of human generosity and courage. Within
moments after the first plane struck, ordinary men and women showed extraor-
dinary bravery in assisting one another to safety, even at the cost of their own
lives. Our Fire Fighters and Police Officers have personified courage, and though
the losses to their ranks have been terrible, they have set the example for the rest
of us by continuing to work with renewed vigor.

The Fire Department, in particular, has suffered greatly. More than 300
members of the Department are dead or missing as of this writing, and we have
already held funerals for three of the most beloved and valued members of New
York’s Bravest: Chief Peter Ganci; First Deputy Commissioner William Feehan; and
Father Mychal Judge. These legendary leaders and their many courageous fallen
colleagues will never be forgotten.

This tragedy, along with the nearly simultaneous bombing of the Pentagon
in Washington and the crash of a hijacked commercial plane near Pittsburgh, has
touched the lives of millions of people throughout our City, across the Nation,
and around the world. Family members, friends, and co-workers have been sud-
denly taken from us. This enormous loss provokes our sadness, and it also stirs a
sense of outrage and anger. President Bush is right to call this an act of war. He is
also right to declare that the terrorist enemies of the United States will face retal-
iation. Basic justice—and the national interest—demand no less.

Yet even as we mourn our dead and prepare for what could be a long and
bitter war against an elusive enemy, let us always remember that our greatest na-
tional strengths are our openness, our diversity, our inclusiveness, and our free-
dom. These are the assets that our terrorist foes seek to destroy, but these are also
the values that will guarantee our eventual and total victory. The people of the
City of New York will demonstrate that we are stronger than these barbarians.
We are not going to participate in group blame or group hatred, because those
are the sicknesses that caused this tragedy. Our City is going to continue to honor
its immigrant heritage. Through the strength of our example, we are going to
send the message that life in our City goes on, undeterred. We will continue to
embody the highest ideals of America.

I have always had full confidence in the people of this City, and that confi-
dence has risen even higher as I have watched the behavior of New Yorkers in the
wake of this tragedy. They evacuated the scene of destruction in good order; they
almost immediately formed long lines to donate blood; they have made gener-
ous corporate and individual donations of money and supplies; they have offered
welcome encouragement and solace to the relatives of the missing and to our
exhausted rescue workers. We are a united City, and I have never been so proud
to be a New Yorker.

Source: Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s weekly column, New York City, September 24, 2001, from
http://www.nyc.gov/html/om/html/2001b/weekly/wkly0924.html.

http://www.nyc.gov/html/om/html/2001b/weekly/wkly0924.html
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New York City’s main concern is that the site where the World Trade Center stood
be redeveloped and that businesses return to the area to ensure that the key corporate
and finance sectors remain vital and that New York’s status as a global city not be
threatened. The federal government, even in the midst of the crisis, was concerned
about limiting federal assistance. President George W. Bush initially offered $17 billion,
which was subsequently raised to $20 billion, to help rebuild New York City (Gover-
nor George Pataki had requested $54 billion).7 Much of this money is for cleanup from
the disaster.8 New York City’s business and civic elite pressured the federal government
to do more. In addition to the $20 billion, they sought another $5 billion in tax breaks
to returning businesses. An initial concern was whether the promised money would ac-
tually appear. Many recall that federal aid promised to Los Angeles after the 1992 riots
never materialized. Former President Bill Clinton advised the New York Partnership to
“Get the money now.”9 Insurance companies ($19 billion), government ($16 billion),
and private charities ($3 billion) paid an additional $38 billion of relief to victims,
businesses, and other government agencies.10

Initial unity in New York City in the aftermath of 9/11 did not last long. Even dur-
ing the cleanup, firefighters clashed with city police when the city ordered the police to
limit the number of firefighters at “ground zero,” because in their concern with re-
covering victims’ remains, they were obstructing efforts to clear the site. Another con-
flict occurred over a planned memorial depicting three firefighters raising the American
flag amid the ruins. It happened that the actual firefighters were white, but the scene
in the memorial was made “politically correct” to include an African American and a
Hispanic.

Nowhere is the reemergence of urban politics clearer than in the debate over how
to rebuild lower Manhattan. John Mollenkopf has identified the politics and interests
of those who will decide how to rebuild on the WTC site.11 They include:

• The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, which owns the land where
the World Trade Center stood. It is a public authority with members appointed
by the governors of New York and New Jersey.

• Mr. Larry Silverstein, who holds a 99-year lease on the World Trade Center. He
claims the legal right to redevelop the site and is preparing to build Freedom
Tower.

• The Lower Manhattan Redevelopment Corporation, a 16-member authority cre-
ated by New York Governor Pataki and charged with overseeing redevelopment.

• The City of New York and Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who has little formal role
in the rebuilding. However, the city and the mayor have the resources to obstruct
or facilitate all plans for rebuilding lower Manhattan.

Many other groups are also taking an interest. They include victims groups rep-
resenting families, police officers, and firefighters seeking to memorialize the victims;
organizations seeking to encourage the return of small businesses; major corporate
interests seeking to ensure that New York City retains a strong base in the corporate
service sector and finance; and citizens and neighborhood groups hoping for more
balanced development, especially residential. Mollenkopf indicates that a major question
will be whether redevelopment will be a top-down or a bottom-up process. At present,
it is top-down. He suggests that this does not bode well for future redevelopment,
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because the fact that the city is only weakly integrated into the formal decision process
and that citizens and neighborhood interests have no direct role will undermine the long-
term support necessary for successful redevelopment.

The rebuilding indeed stalled while the developer Larry A. Silverstein and the Port
Authority argued over who would develop the project. Silverstein may receive as much
as $2.2 billion in insurance claims from the collapse of the Twin Towers. He will use
the settlement to develop Freedom Tower, which is destined to be the tallest building
in the world when finished in 2009. He is already building a 52-story office building to
replace one of the destroyed buildings in the 9/11 attack. He also has plans for four
other buildings.12 However, Mayor Bloomberg believes developer Silverstein should fo-
cus on building Freedom Tower and allow the Port Authority, owner of the land leased
to Silverstein, to proceed with the rest of the site’s development. The mayor says the
developer does not have sufficient financial resources to proceed with the development
of the entire site. Freedom Tower has been delayed by about a year when design
changes were required to improve the building’s security, which will likely be a contin-
uing target of terrorists. The Port Authority wants to reclaim land from the lease with
Silverstein and take responsibility for the rest of the development, including a building
to house its own offices. There is also doubt that businesses will want to rent space in
Freedom Tower due to the risk of terrorism. The city and state have agreed to rent 40
percent of the space in Freedom Tower to ensure the project’s success. The mayor’s
criticism of Silverstein is also an attack on the governor in that he controls the Lower
Manhattan Redevelopment Corporation, which is in favor of Silverstein’s development
efforts rather than the Port Authority’s proposal.13

Mayor Bloomberg and U.S. Senator Charles Schumer have also disagreed over
“competing visions for rebuilding ground zero.” The mayor has called for building
apartments and a hotel rather than just commercial office space. Schumer calls this a
“lack of confidence in downtown.” He also criticized the plan for the Port Authority to
construct a building for its own offices on site rather than move into Freedom Tower.
Schumer called for the mayor to provide $1.75 billion of tax-exempt bonds, Liberty
Bonds, which were part of the federal aid package to support New York City’s economic
revitalization. The mayor said he would not use the Liberty Bonds to support a project
that he does not think is financially feasible, returning to his doubts about Silverstein’s
ability to finance his plans. The mayor also expressed doubt that the World Trade Cen-
ter memorial and museum will be able to raise the $1 billion required to realize their
plans and that the city may not be able to help. Governor Pataki is considering running
for president so problems with redevelopment would greatly undermine his
candidacy.14 The National Trust for Historic Preservation has also objected that the
memorial will cause “substantial destruction” to the historic preservation of the Twin
Towers foundation and slabs that the building sat on.15 Moreover, some family mem-
bers disagree vehemently with the memorial being placed underground or indeed with
any structures being built on the site.

New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina came ashore with devastating effects on the
Gulf Coast region including Florida, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama. The course
of the hurricane seemed to spare New Orleans from the worst of the storm. However,
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initial relief turned to horror as officials realized that the dam levees failed, resulting
in the flooding of 80 percent of the city.16 Although most citizens evacuated, some
100,000 people were left behind, mostly poor and black. The city was ill-prepared to
evacuate so many people and insufficient shelters or provisions were in place. About
25,000 people were trapped in the Superdome without enough water or food and
with poor sanitary conditions. Another 20,000 people went to the Convention Cen-
ter, which was never intended as a shelter.17 People watched images on their televi-
sions of survivors having to fend for themselves with no sign of local, state, or federal
officials coming to the rescue. Many tried to leave on foot, crossing the Crescent City
Convention Bridge only to be turned back at gunpoint by Gretana, Louisiana, sheriffs18

apparently fearing invasion by mobs of black looters. Viewers had trouble believing
this was a disaster in a modern America city rather than a Third World country. The
hurricane was a natural disaster but it appears that the flooding was the result of hu-
man disaster, a poorly maintained levee system.19 The effects of the flooding are
chronicled by Louise Comfort, who reports on the impact of the disaster in New Or-
leans and Louisiana.

The costs are indeed staggering: more than 1,300 dead; 1.5 million people displaced from
their homes; 60,000 homes totally destroyed; an estimated $200 billion in disaster assistance
and rebuilding costs in addition to the $52 billion already appropriated by Congress, and a
possible long-term negative impact on the U.S. economy, given the damage to the oil refineries
and production operations of the Port of New Orleans.20

New Orleans, La., September 1, 2005—Soldiers watch people boarding buses near 
the Superdome.
Source: AFP/Getty Images.
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Following 9/11, the framework for emergency planning was changed. The Office
of Homeland Security was created and the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) and other agencies were brought under the new cabinet department’s aus-
pices. The emphasis of homeland security was planning and responding to terrorism.
Although FEMA has a role to play in this, as evidenced in the response to the destruc-
tion of the Twin Towers, FEMA lost its direct access to the president and Congress as
it was no longer an independent agency. As initial assessments are made regarding the
disaster in New Orleans, the national reorganization certainly appears to have signifi-
cance.21 The testimony of Michael Brown, former FEMA head, before a congressional
committee pointed out that FEMA was down one-fourth of its workforce and that
Secretary Michael Chernoff of Homeland Security would not support FEMA budget
requests for more equipment and personnel. The testimony also highlighted the Re-
publican view of the president and Congress that the federal government take a sec-
ondary role in emergency planning and response. Of course, this explanation does not
match the expectations of citizens and emergency planning laws that the federal gov-
ernment responds when the scale of the disaster overwhelms state and local capacity
or resources.

In the case of New Orleans, the flood destroyed the local communication and
transportation infrastructure. First responders either abandoned their posts or had no

New Orleans, La., September 8, 2005—FEMA’s US&R teams, in route by helicopter 
to conduct a search in St. Bernard Parish, view the flooding in New Orleans.
Photo: Michael Rieger/FEMA http://www.photolibrary.fema.gov/photodata/original/19250.jpg.

http://www.photolibrary.fema.gov/photodata/original/19250.jpg
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resources or ability to assess the situation and intervene. No doubt, local officials and
the mayor are responsible for inadequate planning. The scale of the disaster also over-
whelmed the state of Louisiana. There is also concern that the state had insufficient
National Guard or equipment available due to the Iraq War. In addition, there are
questions about lack of communication and coordination between state officials and
the city on the one hand, and the federal government on the other. Nevertheless, FEMA
and the federal government took five days to show up.

Hurricane Katrina and the flooding of New Orleans in August 2005 revealed signif-
icant weaknesses in the intergovernmental system to deal with emergency planning.
First, the current federal budget process that supports emergency response emphasizes
the response and recovery side over mitigation and preparedness (Donaue and Joyce,
2001, p. 728). The failure of the levee system and the difficulty of evacuating New Or-
leans and the Gulf of Mexico region were anticipated in a simulation exercise in 2004.
Moreover, the levee system was built to protect New Orleans from a Category 3 hurri-
cane, not a Category 5. Little effort was made to plan or mitigate flooding in New Orleans.
Observers have warned of the consequences of the decline in the coastal wetlands as a
brake on a hurricane as well as the migration to coastal regions where half the nation’s
population now resides.22

Some amount of blame for the disaster has to rest with local officials. Researchers
Peter Burns and Matthew Thomas trace the failure to evacuate the city and deal with the
immediate crisis facing the citizens as result of a poorly developed local governing coali-
tion or regime (see Chapter 7). The mayor had few networks or established patterns of
relations to draw upon to help evacuate the city, relate to state and federal officials, or draw
upon the aid and resources of private and nongovernmental agencies that could assist him.
The lack of trust and bonds was an obstacle. In the aftermath of the storm, Governor
Blanco created the Louisiana Recovery Authority to lead the effort to restore the economy,
rebuild housing, and assist in the recovery of New Orleans and Louisiana. Mayor Ray
Nagin has created the Bring New Orleans Back Commission to develop a master plan to
direct federal and state aid to ensure New Orleans recovery. Burns and Thomas are hope-
ful that these may lead to a stronger regime that may more effectively govern New Orleans.
However, they acknowledge that there is still a lack of consensus about the rebuilding
agenda.23 There is still serious concern about whom the city will serve and whether the
African American majority will return. The mayor was widely criticized for his speech call-
ing for the return of a chocolate city. However, many blacks fear that there is an agenda to
prevent New Orleans from returning as a black city by depriving the poorer black resi-
dents the location or means to return. Nagin was reelected mayor in a runoff primary
against Louisiana Lieutenant Governor Mitch Landrieu, who is white, in May 2006.

Others, such as urbanist Peter Dreier, point a finger more directly at the federal gov-
ernment and the ideology of conservatives such as President Bush who favor market
solutions over government action and have eroded the capacity of governments at all
levels to act positively and provide effective services and address urban problems. He says:

Katrina was a human-made disaster more than a natural disaster. The conditions that led to
the disaster, and the response by government officials, were the result of policy choices. Gov-
ernment incompetence was an outgrowth of a more serious indifference to the plight of cities
and the poor. As a result, the opportunity to reconstruct New Orleans as part of a bold
regional renewal plan was lost. Whatever positive things happen in Katrina’s aftermath will be
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Mayor to feds: ‘Get off your asses’

Transcript of Radio Interview with New Orleans’ Nagin

(CNN)—New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin blasted the slow pace of federal and state
relief efforts in an expletive-laced interview with local radio station WWL-AM.

The following is a transcript of WWL correspondent Garland Robinette’s in-
terview with Nagin on Thursday night. Robinette asked the mayor about his con-
versation with President Bush:

NAGIN: I told him we had an incredible crisis here and that his flying over in Air
Force One does not do it justice. And that I have been all around this
city, and I am very frustrated because we are not able to marshal re-
sources and we’re outmanned in just about every respect.

You know the reason why the looters got out of control? Because
we had most of our resources saving people, thousands of people that
were stuck in attics, man, old ladies. . . . You pull off the doggone venti-
lator vent and you look down there and they’re standing in there in
water up to their freaking necks.

And they don’t have a clue what’s going on down here. They flew
down here one time two days after the doggone event was over with
TV cameras, AP reporters, all kind of goddamn—excuse my French
everybody in America, but I am pissed.

due, in large measure, to the long-term work of grassroots community and union-organizing
groups who mobilized quickly to provide a voice for the have-nots and who found allies
among professionals to help formulate alternative plans to those developed by business and
political elites.24

Dreier denounces the Bush administration for its “crony capitalism” and reliance on
“disaster profiteers” to rebuild the Gulf area.25 He cites the fact that many no-bid contracts
worth billions of dollars went to companies such as Kellogg Brown & Root, which is a sub-
sidiary of Haliburton. Little effort was made to steer rebuilding jobs and resources to New
Orleanors. He also highlights that the president suspended the Davis-Bacon law to allow
companies to avoid paying prevailing wages (union level), thus lowering wages.

For Dreier, the real tragedy is that the rebuilding effort in New Orleans could have
set the stage for really dealing with urban problems in America. With more than $100
billion in federal money going toward the rebuilding of housing, schools, transporta-
tion, parks, and commercial redevelopment, there was an opportunity to cooperatively
and democratically set a vision for rebuilding the city and region. Moreover, the disas-
ter could have led to a more ambitious urban agenda that would provide a model for
cities throughout the nation with the return of a federal partner for cities.

Undoubtedly, local, state, and national officials were unprepared to deal with the
disaster. While the specific failures of various officials, agencies, and systems is likely to
be studied in detail over the next several years, there is no doubt that the intergovern-
mental system and lack of coordination are a major part of the story.
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WWL: Did you say to the president of the United States, “I need the military
in here”?

NAGIN: I said, “I need everything.”
Now, I will tell you this—and I give the president some credit on

this—he sent one John Wayne dude down here that can get some stuff
done, and his name is [Lt.] Gen. [Russel] Honore.

And he came off the doggone chopper, and he started cussing and
people started moving. And he’s getting some stuff done.

They ought to give that guy—if they don’t want to give it to me, give
him full authority to get the job done, and we can save some people.

WWL: What do you need right now to get control of this situation?

NAGIN: I need reinforcements, I need troops, man. I need 500 buses, man. We
ain’t talking about—you know, one of the briefings we had, they were
talking about getting public school bus drivers to come down here and
bus people out here.

I’m like, “You got to be kidding me. This is a national disaster. Get
every doggone Greyhound bus line in the country and get their asses
moving to New Orleans.”

That’s—they’re thinking small, man. And this is a major, major, ma-
jor deal. And I can’t emphasize it enough, man. This is crazy.

I’ve got 15,000 to 20,000 people over at the convention center. It’s
bursting at the seams. The poor people in Plaquemines Parish. . . . We
don’t have anything, and we’re sharing with our brothers in Plaquemines
Parish.

It’s awful down here, man.

WWL: Do you believe that the president is seeing this, holding a news confer-
ence on it but can’t do anything until [Louisiana Gov.] Kathleen Blanco
requested him to do it? And do you know whether or not she has made
that request?

NAGIN: I have no idea what they’re doing. But I will tell you this: You know,
God is looking down on all this, and if they are not doing everything in
their power to save people, they are going to pay the price. Because
every day that we delay, people are dying and they’re dying by the hun-
dreds, I’m willing to bet you.

We’re getting reports and calls that are breaking my heart, from
people saying, “I’ve been in my attic. I can’t take it anymore. The water
is up to my neck. I don’t think I can hold out.” And that’s happening as
we speak.

You know what really upsets me, Garland? We told everybody the
importance of the 17th Street Canal issue. We said, “Please, please take
care of this. We don’t care what you do. Figure it out.”

WWL: Who’d you say that to?

NAGIN: Everybody: the governor, Homeland Security, FEMA. You name it, we
said it.

(continued)
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Mayor to feds: (continued)

And they allowed that pumping station next to Pumping Station 6
to go under water. Our sewage and water board people . . . stayed
there and endangered their lives.

And what happened when that pumping station went down, the
water started flowing again in the city, and it starting getting to levels
that probably killed more people.

In addition to that, we had water flowing through the pipes in the
city. That’s a power station over there.

So there’s no water flowing anywhere on the east bank of Orleans
Parish. So our critical water supply was destroyed because of lack of action.

WWL: Why couldn’t they drop the 3,000-pound sandbags or the containers
that they were talking about earlier? Was it an engineering feat that
just couldn’t be done?

NAGIN: They said it was some pulleys that they had to manufacture. But, you
know, in a state of emergency, man, you are creative, you figure out
ways to get stuff done.

Then they told me that they went overnight, and they built 17 con-
crete structures and they had the pulleys on them and they were going
to drop them.

I flew over that thing yesterday, and it’s in the same shape that it
was after the storm hit. There is nothing happening. And they’re feed-
ing the public a line of bull and they’re spinning, and people are dying
down here.

WWL: If some of the public called and they’re right, that there’s a law that the
president, that the federal government can’t do anything without local
or state requests, would you request martial law?

NAGIN: I’ve already called for martial law in the city of New Orleans. We did
that a few days ago.

WWL: Did the governor do that, too?

NAGIN: I don’t know. I don’t think so.
But we called for martial law when we realized that the looting was

getting out of control. And we redirected all of our police officers back
to patrolling the streets. They were dead-tired from saving people, but
they worked all night because we thought this thing was going to blow
wide open last night. And so we redirected all of our resources, and we
hold it under check.

I’m not sure if we can do that another night with the current re-
sources.

And I am telling you right now: They’re showing all these reports
of people looting and doing all that weird stuff, and they are doing
that, but people are desperate and they’re trying to find food and wa-
ter, the majority of them.
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Now you got some knuckleheads out there, and they are taking ad-
vantage of this lawless—this situation where, you know, we can’t really
control it, and they’re doing some awful, awful things. But that’s a small
majority of the people. Most people are looking to try and survive.

And one of the things people—nobody’s talked about this. Drugs
flowed in and out of New Orleans and the surrounding metropolitan
area so freely it was scary to me, and that’s why we were having the
escalation in murders. People don’t want to talk about this, but I’m go-
ing to talk about it.

You have drug addicts that are now walking around this city look-
ing for a fix, and that’s the reason why they were breaking in hospitals
and drugstores. They’re looking for something to take the edge off of
their jones, if you will.

And right now, they don’t have anything to take the edge off. And
they’ve probably found guns. So what you’re seeing is drug-starving
crazy addicts, drug addicts, that are wrecking havoc. And we don’t have
the manpower to adequately deal with it. We can only target certain
sections of the city and form a perimeter around them and hope to God
that we’re not overrun.

WWL: Well, you and I must be in the minority. Because apparently there’s a
section of our citizenry out there that thinks because of a law that says
the federal government can’t come in unless requested by the proper
people, that everything that’s going on to this point has been done as
good as it can possibly be.

NAGIN: Really?

WWL: I know you don’t feel that way.

NAGIN: Well, did the tsunami victims request? Did it go through a formal
process to request?

You know, did the Iraqi people request that we go in there? Did
they ask us to go in there? What is more important?

And I’ll tell you, man, I’m probably going get in a whole bunch of
trouble. I’m probably going to get in so much trouble it ain’t even
funny. You probably won’t even want to deal with me after this inter-
view is over.

WWL: You and I will be in the funny place together.

NAGIN: But we authorized $8 billion to go to Iraq lickety-quick. After 9/11, we
gave the president unprecedented powers lickety-quick to take care of
New York and other places.

Now, you mean to tell me that a place where most of your oil is
coming through, a place that is so unique when you mention New
Orleans anywhere around the world, everybody’s eyes light up—you
mean to tell me that a place where you probably have thousands of
people that have died and thousands more that are dying every day, 

(continued)



16 Part One • Metropolitan Cities in the Twenty-First Century

Return to Normalcy: Urban Politics 
and the Bias of Political Organization

As the preceding discussion illustrates, conflicting values and institutional structures
shape the way community decisions are made. Immediately after the World Trade Center

Mayor to feds: (continued)

that we can’t figure out a way to authorize the resources that we
need? Come on, man.

You know, I’m not one of those drug addicts. I am thinking very
clearly.

And I don’t know whose problem it is. I don’t know whether it’s the
governor’s problem. I don’t know whether it’s the president’s problem,
but somebody needs to get their ass on a plane and sit down, the two
of them, and figure this out right now.

WWL: What can we do here?

NAGIN: Keep talking about it.

WWL: We’ll do that. What else can we do?

NAGIN: Organize people to write letters and make calls to their congressmen,
to the president, to the governor. Flood their doggone offices with re-
quests to do something. This is ridiculous.

I don’t want to see anybody do anymore goddamn press confer-
ences. Put a moratorium on press conferences. Don’t do another press
conference until the resources are in this city. And then come down to
this city and stand with us when there are military trucks and troops
that we can’t even count.

Don’t tell me 40,000 people are coming here. They’re not here. It’s
too doggone late. Now get off your asses and do something, and let’s
fix the biggest goddamn crisis in the history of this country.

WWL: I’ll say it right now, you’re the only politician that’s called and called for
arms like this. And if—whatever it takes, the governor, president—
whatever law precedent it takes, whatever it takes, I bet that the peo-
ple listening to you are on your side.

NAGIN: Well, I hope so, Garland. I am just—I’m at the point now where it don’t
matter. People are dying. They don’t have homes. They don’t have jobs.
The city of New Orleans will never be the same in this time.

WWL: We’re both pretty speechless here.

NAGIN: Yeah, I don’t know what to say. I got to go.

WWL: OK. Keep in touch. Keep in touch.

Source:

http://www.cnn.com/2005/US/09/02/nagin.transcript
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collapse, the city and country rallied around New York and Mayor Giuliani. However,
even as the city began the recovery effort, the mayor was attempting to extend his term in
office by state legislative fiat, and the federal government was trying to reduce its obliga-
tions to the city. The disaster creates a large bloc of land available for redevelopment—
but as what? Should the towers be rebuilt? Should the site be devoted to a large memorial
to the victims? Should a park and commercial space share the site? What about residen-
tial housing? And who should decide? The mayor, the residents, or the Port Authority
that owned the land and the World Trade Center? How will the redevelopment be
financed? And what role should various groups play in the decision making?

Governmental structures are not politically neutral. They are biased in terms of the
interests and policy directions they would favor or disfavor. One objective of this book
is to identify the biases inherent in the organization of political and governmental
power in metropolitan America. Political bias, as that term is used here, does not neces-
sarily imply that the political actors are purposely and consciously biased for or against
given groups of people. It does imply, as political scientist Harold Lasswell has argued,
that the political process in itself in some measure determines who gets what political or
economic benefits, when they get them, and how they get them.26 Political bias in the
metropolis, then, involves two questions: Who benefits from the ongoing political
structure and process in the metropolis? And who pays the cost of those benefits? These
political biases can occur either in the input into the political decision-making process
or in the resulting policy outcomes.27

One must distinguish between the bias of specific actions and the patterns of bias
that underlie a series of actions. Patterns of bias are indicated when some groups are
systematically excluded from the governmental decision-making process and their
interests are systematically neglected in governmental policy outcomes. Are some
groups or categories of people systematically disadvantaged or ignored or hurt by the
nature of the urban political process? And conversely, do some other people systemati-
cally benefit from the same process?

The Nature of Change in Metropolitan Politics

Closely related to the bias of political structures and processes are the changes that oc-
cur in the ways in which power is organized in the metropolis. Political change in the
United States has been especially marked by its evolutionary nature.28 Some political
analysts believe that changes in the American political system historically have been
evolutionary, incremental, and marginal. That is, there has never been a revolutionary
overthrow of the class structure of the society or a widespread disavowal of the sanctity
of private ownership of the major economic institutions. One political scientist, Ken-
neth M. Dolbeare, argues that even the Civil War and Reconstruction, which destroyed
slavery and set the stage for the far-reaching Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion, did not provoke fundamental political change in the United States.29 In Dolbeare’s
view, all political change in this country has been marginal and has left the basic so-
cioeconomic structure of the nation intact.

Most political changes have also been interdependent with socioeconomic changes.30

As the nation’s population has become increasingly metropolitan, for example, and as
the nation’s economy has become dominated by nationally based corporations rather
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than locally based proprietorships, there have been political reactions to these changes.
To cope with the increasingly metropolitan population, the amount of governance
in metropolitan areas increased markedly. And to cope with the transition from a region-
ally based to a nationally based economy, the regulatory capacity of government—
particularly that of the federal government—increased substantially. Much of this
change, however, in the view of political scientist Murray Edelman, has been symbolic
rather than substantive. For example, the increase in regulatory capacity has been pri-
marily a symbolic change that appeases the public and diverts attention from the fact
that there have been few substantive changes in the distribution of power and wealth.31

Political changes, in this view, normally focus on the symbols of power and seldom
touch the substance.

These perceptive insights regarding change are relevant to metropolitan politics.
However, we should be careful not to confuse change with instability. Some political
systems can undergo rapid changes in the admission of new elites—such as happens
following an election—and yet remain quite stable in terms of the class structure, the
tenure of governments, and the widespread acceptance of the shared, underlying
political and cultural values of the society.32 This seems to have been the pattern in
the United States. Some other political systems become quite unstable precisely because
they are not able to tolerate political changes that would admit new elites into the politi-
cal decision-making process. Thus it may well be that continuous, incremental, evolution-
ary change leads to political stability and forestalls the need for drastic revolutionary
change. Change that allows emerging sectors in the society to share symbolically and
vicariously in the exercise of power may also enable the elites of these emerging
sectors to be co-opted into the decision-making structure or to bring about major
redistributions of wealth.

In the American metropolises, political change has also occurred in an incremental,
not a revolutionary, fashion. But this is change nonetheless. For example, the Tammany
Hall political machine was not destroyed overnight. However, the tight control of this
machine over New York City government, as it existed under Boss Tweed and some of
his successors, was eventually destroyed. And the destruction of that control helped
make a significant difference in how New York City is governed and in who benefits
from its governance.33 Thus the mayor of New York now struggles to retain a role in
the most important development project the city may undertake in the next 100 years,
eclipsed by independent public authorities, private actors and interests, and state-led
redevelopment agencies. Table 1.1 reports the most important influences on the American
metropolis according to a survey of urban scholars.

Three Historical Periods

The evolutionary nature of metropolitan political change can be seen in the historical
development of political power in American cities. Three distinct evolutionary changes
can be noted. First, roughly coterminous with the age of political machines and extensive
European immigration was an era in which political power was ethnically and geographi-
cally based. (How this came about is described in considerable detail in Chapter 3.) Prior
to 1830, political power in many American cities was controlled by very small circles of
economic elites labeled variously as patrician, Brahmin, Yankee, Bourbon, or (much later)
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TABLE 1.1 Past and Future Influences on the American Metropolis

The Top Ten Influences The Ten Most Likely Influences
on the American Metropolis on the American Metropolis

of the Past 50 Years for the Next 50 Years

1. The 1956 Interstate Highway Act and
the dominance of the automobile

2. Federal Housing Administration 
mortgage financing and subdivision 
regulation

3. Deindustrialization of central cities
4. Urban renewal: downtown redevelop-

ment and public-housing projects 
(1949 Housing Act)

5. Levittown (the mass-produced suburban
tract house)

6. Racial segregation and job discrimina-
tion in cities and suburbs

7. Enclosed shopping malls
8. Sunbelt-style sprawl
9. Air conditioning

10. Urban riots of the 1960s

1. Growing disparities of wealth
2. Suburban political majority
3. Aging of the baby boomers
4. Perpetual “underclass” in central cities

and inner-ring suburbs
5. “Smart growth”: environmental and

planning initiatives to limit sprawl
6. Internet
7. Deterioration of the “first-ring” post-

1945 suburbs
8. Shrinking household size
9. Expanded superhighway system of

“outer beltways” to serve new edge
cities

10. Racial integration as part of the 
increasing diversity in cities and suburbs

Reprinted from Robert Fishman, “The American Metropolis at Century’s End: Past and Future Influences,” Housing Facts &
Findings, Volume 1, Issue 4 (Winter 1999), p. 9. ©1999 Fannie Mae Foundation, Washington, D.C. Used with permission.

http://www.fanniemaefoundation.org/programs/hff/v1i4-metropolis.shtml.

WASP (white Anglo-Saxon Protestant). The members of these elites typically belonged to
the higher-status Protestant churches in their localities. They viewed with considerable
distrust both the egalitarian principles of Jacksonian democracy and the Catholic Euro-
pean immigrants who stood to benefit from those principles. From the 1830s until at
least the end of the century, there was a steady evolution in the political influence of these
European ethnic groups. Much of their political influence was founded on indigenous
institutional power bases developed within the ethnic communities. The institutions that
formed the base for their indigenous power remained the dominant urban political insti-
tutions until the 1930s. The major institutions thus created were the political machines,
the urban organization of the Catholic Church dioceses, organized crime, certain labor
unions, and some sectors of business. In many instances, these institutions are still influ-
ential in today’s metropolitan politics, although they are seldom dominant.

The second evolutionary change began with the progressive reform movement at
the turn of the century and reached its zenith between the 1940s and the 1970s. The
evolutionary change during this period was the emergence of political organization on
a functional basis, as distinguished from the ethnic and geographic bases of the earlier
period. Within given functional areas, public bureaucracies and private interests devel-
oped. In public education, for example, the top administrators in the school systems,
the teachers’ unions, the superintendents’ offices, and the state departments of education
came to dominate public education and to reduce the power of the boards of education—
the elected public officials.34 A similar phenomenon occurred in public safety. The police
bureaucracies, the police officers’ associations, and conservative citizens’ groups concerned

http://www.fanniemaefoundation.org/programs/hff/v1i4-metropolis.shtml
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*The extent of police department insulation is difficult to measure at best, and elected officials certainly affect
the overall environment within which the police departments function. Nevertheless, evidence suggests that
police law-enforcement practices are the product more of a bureaucratic imperative than of legislative policy
made by the city council in response to broad community demands. Jeffrey Pressman found that the mayor
and city council in Oakland were unable to alter the police department’s policies regulating handgun use by
police officers; see p. 515 of Pressman’s “The Preconditions for Mayoral Leadership,” American Political Science
Review 66, no. 2 (June 1972): 511–524. John A. Gardiner studied the enforcement of traffic laws in 697 com-
munities throughout the United States and concluded that there was “almost no evidence to suggest that the
police are carrying out publicly established enforcement policies”; see p. 171 of Gardiner’s “Police Enforce-
ment of Traffic Laws: A Comparative Analysis,” in City Politics and Public Policy, ed. James Q. Wilson (New
York: Wiley, 1968), pp. 151–172. Input from council members and influential citizens almost always occurred
on an ad hoc basis with little implication for overall policies (p. 167). And a study by James Q. Wilson of dif-
ferent approaches toward juvenile delinquency by a professionalized police department and a more traditional,
fraternally oriented police department found that the more bureaucratized and professionalized police force
was much less sensitive to subtle community mores, was much less flexible in dealing with first offenders, and
acted more in accord with the model of “an army of occupation” (p. 190 of James Q. Wilson, “The Police and
the Delinquent in Two Cities,” in Wilson, City Politics and Public Policy, pp. 173–195).

with law and order insulated the police from effective control by locally elected city
councils and mayors.* But the most dramatic example of the emergence of functionally
organized power occurred in the arena of public housing and urban renewal. The formu-
lation of urban renewal policy soon got beyond the control of elected officials in most
cities. Semiautonomous local public authorities were created in response to federal leg-
islation, and they were financed largely by federal funds. In a sense, functional fiefdoms
emerged in which the decision makers acted with considerable independence from
control by elected public officials. The mayor of New York may find it difficult to shape
the redevelopment of lower Manhattan because independent public bodies retain a great
deal of authority over the decisions involved.

The functional organization of power enabled technicians and specialists to super-
sede elected politicians in making the most fundamental decisions about rebuilding the
cities. Equally important, major decisions on metropolitan growth came to be made by
specialized agencies called special districts rather than by general-purpose governments.
Within each functional area the public bureaucracies, the special districts, and the related
private interests acted in a fashion somewhat reminiscent of feudal fiefdoms in the Mid-
dle Ages, when each fiefdom was virtually autonomous and its nobility was answerable
only to itself. In the 1950s and the 1960s, an analogous situation occurred in American
metropolitan areas. Within many functional areas of public activity, the appropriate
influential people of the community were answerable virtually to themselves alone.
Highways, redevelopment, low-income public housing, public health, and public educa-
tion were all fiefdoms acting independently of one another. Little thought was given to
coordinating their activities.

The third evolutionary change began in the mid-1960s; we call it the period of the
dependent city. In this stage of development, local autonomy has been sharply chal-
lenged by outside economic forces over which the local government has little control.
Local autonomy has also been reduced by policy mandates from the federal and state
governments, which influence not only what policies city governments can pursue but
also the procedures for implementing those policies.35 Some of the chief characteristics
of this period of the dependent city are an effort to coordinate the various functional
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fiefdoms, an attempt to subordinate them to policy-making bodies at the metropolitan
level, an overriding concern for public-private partnerships in the quest for economic
development, and halfhearted attempts to cope with the massive social problems of
poverty, crime, poor education, family breakdown, and racial separation that are increas-
ingly the burden of the central cities.

The central city cannot by itself cope well with all its problems. As the redevelop-
ment of the WTC site illustrates, it depends on state government for legal authority, on
the state government and the federal government for whatever financial help it can get,
on the business community for participation in economic development projects, and
on surrounding suburbs for cooperation in addressing the multitude of problems (such
as pollution, transportation, and education) that cross city boundaries. Making all these
interdependent relationships work for the benefit of metropolitan residents has required
acknowledging the need in recent decades for effective political leaders, especially for
effective central-city mayors.

In summary, then, three broad evolutionary changes have been observed in the
structure of political power in the metropolis:

• The first change was the emergence of power organized on an ethnic basis and
a ward, or geographic, basis.

• Second was the emergence of power organized on a functional basis.
• Third has been the emergence of the dependent city, in which effective political

power has become highly fragmented among dozens of local governments, and
the central city has lost its dominance over the metropolis.

Urban politics in this contemporary period has become metropolitan in scope.
From desegregation of schools to economic development, rarely is there a major public
issue that can be dealt with effectively wholly within the boundaries of the central city
alone. And often the federal government becomes involved through political mandates
or financial incentives.

These evolutionary changes are of more than simple historical interest. Each of
these three ways of organizing power continues to exist. The first way of organizing
power did not destroy the older, closed circles of urban elites of the early nineteenth
century. But it did open up new channels of political access for groups in the metropo-
lis that did not have access under the older order. The second political change did not
destroy the ethnic organization of power,36 but it did create new channels of political
access beyond the control of the ethnic-dominated political machines. Nor has the
third political change destroyed the functional fiefdoms. But it has made the domestic
policy and philosophy of whoever controls the White House of great importance to
cities and metropolitan areas.

Political change in the metropolis, then, does not mean that one form of political
organization replaces a previous form. On the contrary, it means that several forms of
political organization have evolved side by side. The net result has been the emergence
of a patchwork—an incredibly complex structure that is continually evolving in an
incremental fashion. For those who know how to navigate them, there are numerous
channels of political access to decision makers. Each channel has its own set of biases.
And any one channel offers an opportunity to influence decisions only within a very
limited scope of activities.
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Even the largest, most extensive general-purpose government in the metropolis as
it now exists—the central-city government—has only a very limited scope of action
available to it. And in most instances, the evolution of a decision-making capacity at
the metropolitan level is not very far advanced. What exists in most metropolises is an
open political situation. Anyone with sufficient resources can do something of limited
scope (for example, construct an apartment building or delay the extension of a free-
way through a residential neighborhood). But no one has the capacity to do something
comprehensive that covers several functional sectors or the metropolis at large (for exam-
ple, to integrate highway construction with planning public transit with sewer construc-
tion with residential construction with prior metropolitan land-use planning with
equalizing social access to housing, education, and employment opportunities).

A Fragmented System of Local Government

Kenneth Newton points to “fragmentation as a structural attribute of U.S. urban govern-
ment” with serious consequences for urban politics and policy.37 The U.S. Constitution
provides for a federal system: the central government and the state governments. The
states then set up their own systems of local government, and these 50 systems result in
87,453 local governments in the United States (see Table 1.2 and Figure 1.1). Not only
that, but these governments overlap with each other in boundaries and functions.

Although social scientists have noted this fragmentation, their theories, according
to Newton, have stressed individualistic explanations. This has led some of them to
conclude wrongly that fragmentation is good rather than bad. For example, public-
choice theorists focus on how fragmented local government provides individuals with
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the ability to choose what community to live in on the basis of the level of services and
taxes that best meets their needs. They are hypothesized to behave as consumers in the
marketplace. Competition among localities for business firms and residents is said to
be beneficial because it results in more efficient urban services and lower tax rates.38

Pluralist theory focuses on how fragmentation allows greater democracy by pro-
viding many access points for groups and individuals to influence decisions that affect
them. Pluralism’s focus on the question “Who governs?”39 points to “the power of indi-
viduals rather than the power of groups, rules, [and] institutions, or to a consideration
of the ways in which certain sorts of structures shape the very nature and distribution
of power.”40 Newton believes that the reliance on individualist explanations of urban
politics (choices of individual consumers or elites) ignores the more important social
and political consequences for urban areas of a fragmented system of local government.

For Newton, the real cause of the fragmentation is the desire of the affluent to sep-
arate themselves by creating autonomous suburban communities and leaving the poor
and minorities behind in declining central cities. Governments in the metropolitan area
strive to use all their powers (such as zoning and taxes) to protect their tax base and
limit their responsibility for metropolitan problems outside their own boundaries. One
economic consequence of this is that central cities are placed in an untenable position.
If they spend money to address the problems of poverty and inner-city decay, they will
drive out the affluent individuals and businesses that are the major source of revenue
through property and other taxes.41 Thus the individualist, pluralist, and public-choice
theories obscure the larger structural imperatives that drive urban policy. Here, indi-
vidual behavior and the choices of consumers, businesses, and political and economic
leaders operate in the context of the political structure of the metropolis. There exist a
myriad of local governments in which certain parts of the community can escape and
isolate themselves.

According to Newton:

The very drawing of political boundary lines may represent the victory of one social group
over another, and it may be that different forms of city government and the structure of gov-
ernment within political units are much less important as basic determinants of the patterns
of urban politics in the United States than is the drawing of political boundaries around and
between different communities. Simply giving a middle-class suburb its autonomy as a unit
of local government affects the total system of the metropolis, since money, the life blood of
public services, is redirected along different arteries to different bodies politic.42

In addition, political fragmentation makes it difficult to assemble sufficient political
resources to address problems. It may be impossible to arrive at consensus among so many
different jurisdictions, and this may lead to “immobilism and non-decision-making.”43 The
structure of political institutions in the metropolis, and the biases associated with them,
become permanent. This is usually less of a problem for more affluent residents who can
utilize their own resources to meet their needs (e.g., private schools, private security, pri-
vate health care, private recreation). According to Newton, “fragmentation is a solution to
problems—the middle-class solution which tries to ensure that other people’s problems
do not encroach on their suburbs.”44

Newton explains that the fragmented system of local government leads to weak
“public political authorities” and “strong private interests” whose actions have greater
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weight in community decisions—and hence a greater effect on outcomes—than do urban
politics confined to city councils and the like. The net result of all this fragmentation in
metropolitan areas is that we have “too many governments and not enough govern-
ment”: very weak governments that lack the capacity actually to address problems.45

Another effect is that the private sector is virtually unregulated, because the local public
sector lacks the means to make or enforce regulations. Further, citizens and politicians
lower their expectations of what local government can accomplish.

Newton’s ideas have not gone unnoticed. Scholars and practitioners alike have peri-
odically called for a restructuring of local government in the United States. David Rusk,
former mayor of Albuquerque, has proposed massive consolidation of central cities and
county government.46 He believes that this would help reconnect central cities to the
suburbs and ensure that they have an adequate resource base. Rusk also believes this
would allow for fair-share housing throughout the region; at present, suburban cities
can, through their zoning powers, prevent low-income housing from being built within
their boundaries. However, Rusk’s proposals would leave most suburban cities intact
and would not greatly reduce the fragmentation of local government. Moreover, city-
county consolidation would undo the political gains of minorities who have taken over
the central cities, because white, middle-class suburbanites would retake control of the
city governments. In addition, there is evidence that some central cities today are no
longer the ineffectual entities that they were when the boundary changes were originally
proposed.47 Here the calculation of whether the poor and minorities would be better
off under the consolidation that Rusk advocates may vary from city to city. We shall re-
visit these issues in Chapters 9 and 10.

Bias, Change, and Political Power

To summarize the argument to this point: Urban political structures change slowly in
an incremental, evolutionary fashion. As these changes occur, they have the potential
to alter the existing patterns of bias concerning the ways in which political power is or-
ganized in the metropolis.

In presenting this argument, we have used the terms politics and political power in a
very broad sense. Politics has referred to the struggle over public decisions that deter-
mine public policies and allocate values, goods, and services; hence politics, as used in
this book, refers not only to the election of government officials but also to the making
of public decisions and the results of public policy established by those decisions.48* It
also refers to the broader social and economic processes that establish the constraints,
needs, and capabilities that limit governmental action. In the next section, we take a
more detailed look at political power.

*Political power also involves what are referred to as nondecisions. Nondecisions are the potential issues
that never get placed on the agenda for public decision making because they are beyond the pale of what
is politically acceptable. The importance of nondecisions to the exercise of power is argued by Peter
Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz in “The Two Faces of Power,” American Political Science Review 56, no. 4
(December 1962): 947–952. The significance of decisions and nondecisions in urban politics is discussed
in Chapter 7.
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Political Power

Public policies quite often result from pressure exerted on government by groups and
individuals whose interests will be affected by those policies. To the extent that a given
group or individual has influence on what a government does or does not do, that
group or individual is said to possess political power.49 To the extent that a given group
or individual lacks influence on what a government does or does not do, that group or
individual is said to lack political power. Some political scientists have suggested that
the concept of power is so vague and so susceptible to multiple interpretations that it
ought to be avoided whenever possible.50 However, because some individuals, groups,
and public officials do have the capability to influence government actions, it seems
useful to have a term to represent that idea; thus we will use the term political power for
this purpose. Mayors, city councils, and a host of other governmental officials and
agencies are politically powerful because they have the capacity to take official action
directly. Interest groups are politically powerful to the extent that they can influence
what the governmental actors do.

Three aspects of political power are important to understanding how metropolises
function.

Context of Power First, metropolitan political power is generally contextual; that is,
a given group usually has power only in a given context. It has power in those areas of
public interest in which it chooses to, or is able to, assert itself. Thus, for example, real
estate developers usually exert considerable influence on zoning and land use, but they
are seldom influential in questions of air pollution control.

Structure of Power A second important aspect of metropolitan political power is that
it is structured: There are patterns to the distribution of power in the metropolis, and
some categories of people are more powerful than others. The participating electorate
possesses power to the extent that it chooses many of the political leaders and some-
times acts as a restraint on what policy makers can accomplish. Further down the
power scale from this real, if somewhat limited, power of the participating electorate is
the extremely limited political power of unorganized people and of those who do not
participate. In particular, the unorganized and the poor typically exert very little influ-
ence on the making of public decisions.51 In contrast to the limited power of the par-
ticipating electorate and the extremely limited power of the unorganized and the poor,
some highly organized groups consistently exert great influence on public decisions
that affect them. Certain businesspeople (especially those from the utilities, the major
financial institutions, and the major local retailers) generally have a considerable voice
in projects that promote their metropolitan area’s economic expansion.52 The political
influence of other groups—groups such as labor unions, political parties, church orga-
nizations, and organized crime—varies from one metropolis to another. In Detroit, for
example, labor unions are a very strong political force,53 whereas unions tend to be
much weaker in cities of the South and Southwest. But the important point here is that
there is always a structure to the organization of political influence in metropolises.
This does not necessarily mean that a small elite controls events. It does mean that
political decisions do not occur randomly.
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Public Power and Private Power Political power is not only contextual and structured;
it is also inseparable from private power. The broad sense of the term political power, as it is
currently used by political scientists, makes drawing fine distinctions between the private
and public aspects of power increasingly difficult. To take just one example, for the purely
private financial reasons of trying to maximize profit and minimize losses, mortgage banks
historically have been reluctant to make mortgage loans in declining areas of American
cities. This practice is known as redlining, because the bankers supposedly draw a red line
around the areas not eligible for loans.54 Some other neighborhoods are allegedly
greenlined. The target neighborhoods for urban redevelopment and gentrification, for
example, encounter no shortage of mortgage bankers and real estate entrepreneurs who
want to redevelop historic buildings or put up new projects.

Although mortgage lenders’ decisions to redline neighborhoods are motivated by
private reasons and private profits, these decisions have far-reaching public ramifica-
tions. The urban neighborhoods that are denied mortgage loans begin to deteriorate.
Governments become obliged to spend public funds on stepped-up police and fire pro-
tection, public welfare assistance, renewal, and other services to deal with the conse-
quences of that deterioration. The greenlined neighborhoods, by contrast, thrive and
see their property values go up. For these reasons, the mortgage lenders’ exercise of
private power is equally an exercise of public power. Furthermore, if the cities’ public
authorities do not or cannot use their influence to induce lenders to make loans in red-
lined areas, then for all practical purposes, the public authorities have publicly acquiesced
in and legitimized* these privately made decisions that determine which neighborhoods
of the metropolis will deteriorate and which prosper. It is very difficult to call decisions
of such magnitude private rather than public decisions, even though they might be made
privately, by private businesspeople, for private motives. In this sense, the distinction
between private and public has become vague. Private decisions can be public decisions
in certain circumstances.

Privatism and Power

This reliance on private decision makers to decide on developments of extreme public
importance we will call privatism. According to historian Sam Bass Warner, Jr., privatism
has been characteristic of American urban history.55 But this too is changing. One of the
most marked political differences between 1900 and 2000 is the increased ability of gov-
ernments today to influence private decisions that have public ramifications. In the case
of redlining, for example, government has applied pressure on banks to cease the practice.

*Legitimacy has been defined as the “quality of being justified or willingly accepted by subordinates that con-
verts the exercise of political power into ‘rightful’ authority”; see Jack C. Plano and Robert E. Riggs, Dictionary
of Political Analysis (Hinsdale, Ill.: Dryden Press, 1973), p. 45. In this example, the acquiescence of the public
authorities in the actions of the mortgage bankers enhances the likelihood of popular acceptance of the notion
that bankers have a “rightful authority” to take actions that have such far-reaching consequences. According to
Dolbeare, fundamental political change is first of all a process of “delegitimizing” existing institutions and then
“legitimizing” new political institutions; see Kenneth M. Dolbeare, Political Change in the United States (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1974), p. 8. Thus, in this example, fundamental change would first of all involve delegit-
imizing the existing right of mortgage bankers to decide which areas of a metropolis qualify for mortgage
loans. The second step would be to give this right to a new institution.
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By contrast, one of the most important goals of the Reagan administration was to put an
end to the public sector’s encroachment into areas of economic life that had traditionally
been private; hence the Reagan administration’s support for privatization—that is, the
contracting out of many public services to providers in the private sector.

Finally, privatism has its own patterns of bias. It helps make the urban system of
politics more responsive to existing powerful and affluent institutions (especially
banks and real estate developers) than to low-income individuals. In making the urban
system of politics less responsive to low-income people, privatism inhibits the develop-
ment of lower-class-based political institutions that might give the poor more influence
over their city governments. How does privatism do this? By fostering a set of attitudes
that encourage in people a self-centered individualism in which their personal ambi-
tions for family, career advancement, and consumption of consumer goods take prece-
dence over concerns for the community as a whole or concerns that all members of
the community enjoy a decent living standard.56 The essence of privatism, according
to Warner, is that

the individual should seek happiness in personal independence and in the search for wealth;
socially, privatism meant that the individual should see his first loyalty as his immediate fam-
ily, and that a community should be a union of such money-making, accumulating families;
politically, privatism meant that the community should keep the peace among individual
money-makers, and, if possible, help to create an open and thriving setting where each
citizen would have some substantial opportunity to prosper.57

In such a privatistic value system, there is little room for the notion that the state is
responsible for helping those people who fail to prosper. The privatistic person is not
receptive to a welfare system and supports the political system only to the extent that
the system assists his or her personal advancement. Gone is the ancient Greek belief
that the purely private person is useless.

Privatism has different effects on different social classes. It induces the upper mid-
dle class to support city governments that would subsidize downtown redevelopment
projects and not to support city governments that would dramatically increase welfare
or social services in poor neighborhoods.58 The effect of privatism on the poor classes
is the inhibition of voter turnout and of involvement in political activities (such as
protest demonstrations and collective bargaining) that would increase their collective
influence on city government.

That, at least, is the theory of privatism. To date there is not much empirical re-
search devoted to issues of privatism. But one survey did indeed find that people
who scored high on a privatism index were less inclined than others to engage in
political or protest activity, cared less about politics, were more materialistic, and
were less liberal.59 Unless the findings of this survey are reinforced by others, we
would not be justified in concluding that privatism is as pervasively biased as the
argument here suggests. But these findings are suggestive enough for us to take the
privatism argument seriously. If the privatism argument is correct, the biases of pri-
vatism are quite apparent. Privatism helps the wealthy and the upper middle classes
retain their privileged status in our society. And by discouraging a class-based poli-
tics, privatism hinders the ability of the urban poor to pursue their own collective
self-interest.60
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SUMMARY

1. Cities are challenged by a host of natural and human disasters ranging from terror-
ist attacks on the World Trade Towers in New York City to Hurricane Katrina
damaging the levees leading to flooding in New Orleans. Cities are resilient and
most of the time return, although not necessarily to pre-disaster levels. Modern
complex administrative systems require coordination among and between numer-
ous public and private actors at the local, regional, state, and national levels. The
New Orleans flooding especially revealed defects in the intergovernmental system
and reminded us of the underlying persistence of poverty and racial inequality in
American cities. These serious urban problems are largely unaddressed by the
American political system at any level.

2. In examining the process of urban politics, this book will look for patterns of
bias to see whether certain groups of people systematically benefit from the
process and whether other groups of people are systematically excluded from
the process or are put at a disadvantage by it.

3. Urban political change has been predominantly incremental change rather than
revolutionary change.

4. Three distinct periods of urban political change can be noted in America:
A. 1830s–1930s: the period of ethnic and machine politics
B. 1930s–1970s: the period of functional fiefdoms
C. 1960s–present: the period of the dependent city

5. Local government is fragmented in the United States. This fragmentation leads
to biases in urban politics and policy. Notably, the middle and upper classes are
able to isolate themselves from the problems of the central city and to exclude
the poor from their suburban communities.

6. We use the term politics in a broad sense to refer to the struggle over public deci-
sions that determine public policies and allocate values, goods, and services.

7. Political power is the ability to influence these public decisions. Urban political
power is characterized by three features. First, it is contextual. That is, a given
group usually has power only in a given context. Second, it is structured. The most
powerful groups are those that are permanent and that maintain an ongoing rela-
tionship with government. Third, public power is inseparable from private power.
Private institutions (such as mortgage banks) make private decisions (such as dis-
couraging mortgage loans in redlined neighborhoods) that have consequences
(such as neighborhood deterioration) to which governments must respond.

8. Finally, it can be argued that the tradition of privatism in urban America is it-
self biased in favor of the upper middle classes and against the interests of the
urban poor.
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