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CHAPTER 3 
 

 

The Politics of Urban 
Development: 
The Development  
of Urban Politics 
 

Nothing which has entered into our experiences is every lost. 

    William Ellery Channing, Notebook 

 

 

 

Cities Moving West 
 

In the popular imagination, abetted by novels and old movies, the pioneers who 

settled the United States were a brave and heroic people who moved westward 

in wagon trains and built farmsteads in the wilderness. It is the story of men and 

women alone or in tiny bands living in remote isolation on the frontier. 

 The historian's account is somewhat different: The U.S. was settled as a 

long, thin line of urban places, scattering outward and westward from the 

Atlantic seaboard. Villages and towns came first, pulling farmers along to settle 

the land around and between urban settlements (Glaab and Brown 1976). To 

offer this amended view of history is not to disparage the bravery or 

steadfastness of those who explored and farmed the western frontier. Rather, it 

is to make an important point: Urban life, and hence urban politics, in the 

United States is part of a pattern that extends backward from the present to the 

opening years of the seventeenth century (Green 1957, Warner 1972, Bridges 

1984, Bushman 1992). 

 Added to this is another important—if paradoxical—point: However 

much cities have been important to creating American society, the overall 

pattern of U.S. politics has been mistrustful of cities (White and White 1977). 
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Thomas Jefferson voiced this mistrust early on, saying that cities were a cancer 

on the body politic. As we look to the sources and consequences of this mistrust, 

we find in our past both a continuing concern for the impact on society of those 

who have “huddled in cities” and a recurring effort on the part of states and the 

national government to impose varying forms of social and political controls 

over the cities. 

 In this chapter, we look back at America's urban political development 

in terms of historic epochs: The colonial period (1609-1776), the period of the 

early republic (1776 to the Civil War), the industrial era with its machine 

politics, the age of reform, and the Depression. Without trying to be 

comprehensive about political history in each of these periods, or to mark their 

endpoints precisely, we highlight themes and developments that continue to 

shape urban politics. 

 

The Colonial Town 
 

English colonists, in what was to become the United States, moved outward 

and westward from two regions, Virginia and Massachusetts. Towns came 

first, hiving off one from the others, farmsteads spreading between the towns. 

 Immigrants came to the new world for a variety of reasons: trade, 

adventure, opportunities to live a better life, the quest for personal wealth, the 

search for religious freedom. The early colonists came mostly from the English 

"middling class" (Tocqueville's term), neither the richest nor the poorest of 

English society, but even so, they brought with them a well differentiated social 

structure (Warner 1972). 

 Growth in the population deriving from Europe was dramatic: What 

began as a few hundred settlers in the years around 1600, by 1700 had become a 

population of 250,000 Europeans. And by 1775, the Thirteen Colonies had 

grown a thousand percent—to an astonishing 2.25 million. The population 

doubled again in the following twenty-five years, so that by 1800 the European-

descended population of the new United States was estimated to be about 5.3 

million (see Kelley 1982). (A sense of population scale is found by comparing 

this to the population in England, estimated at something over 5 million in 1720 

and increasing to 6.5 million on the eve of the American Revolution.). 

 The colonial period was thus a period of prodigious town founding and 

town growth. By 1770, the territory that was to become the United States had 

become a nation of towns that included: 

 

 in the New England Colonies—Falmouth, Portsmouth, Boston, 

Hartford, New Haven, and Newport; 

 in the Middle Colonies—New York, Perth Amboy, Philadelphia, (and 

in the then far west) Pittsburgh 
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 in the Southern Colonies—Baltimore, Alexandria, Stanton, Richmond, 

Williamsburg, Norfolk, Salem, Camden, Charleston, and Savannah. 

 

As to population, Boston held 7,000 people in 1670 and 13,000 in 1730. New 

York had reached 7,000 by 1730 and Philadelphia's growth was startling: From 

4,000 at the beginning of the century, it grew to 10,000 by 1720 and more than 

30,000 by 1774. Next to London, it was the largest city in the English-speaking 

world (Kelley 1982, 70). 

 The circumstances of the founding and growth of American towns 

varied widely. Boston, New York, Baltimore, and Charleston came into being as 

trading centers and ports. Williamsburg was both trading center and capital of 

colonial Virginia. Philadelphia sprang from the vision of its Quaker founder, 

William Penn, as the place where a religiously inspired social order might 

flourish—and even more to that purpose were the Pilgrim towns of New 

England. This is not the place to recount these early town histories, but from 

them can be distilled a number of patterns that remain pertinent to the politics of 

American cities. 

 

 Economic Patterns 
 

Almost without exception, colonial settlements were founded for purposes of 

economic profit, by means of a corporation charter. (Even where the search for 

religious freedom was dominant, the economic motive was never far behind.) In 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, European statecraft was committed to 

founding colonies around the world.1 English, Dutch, and French colonies were 

begun by private persons whose private intent was to turn a profit for those 

running the corporation and subscribing its capital. The public purpose behind 

such undertakings was to enrich the mother country by providing it with raw 

materials such as gold, timber, furs, and sugar cane (Glaab and Brown 1976). 

 As places of economic enterprise, public and private goals were mixed 

and mingled. Settlers, as individuals, would come to the town for private and 

personal reasons, but in coming they became part of the town's collective 

purpose, that of creating a prosperous economic enterprise. What is more, as 

public and private purposes mingled, it was the general pattern that political and 

social leadership fell to the merchants, traders, and ship owners who dominated 

the economic life of the colony (Warner 1972, Thernstrom 1964, Bridges 

1984). Thus, the political role of place-based economic elites that continues to 

characterize U.S. cities traces directly to the earliest history of Europeans’ 

settlements in North America. 
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 Property Rights as Civil Rights 
 

A second pattern that marks the colonial town, related to the influence of 

economic elites, has to do with property and property rights. In the New World, 

land was available for the taking. (Provided that it could first be bought, traded, 

or forcefully taken from native peoples.) Conceivably, the towns could have 

entered into a collective way of life. They could have held land and the 

buildings on it as common property, belonging to the town, dedicated to 

common purposes and benefits. They did not. Real estate was personal, 

privately owned, to be held, bought and sold for profit. And with this 

commodification of land and buildings, there was set into place the pattern of 

property rights and the role of the real property developer that continue to 

strongly influence American city politics in the twenty-first century. As Howard 

Chudacoff (1975, 102) notes: "Americans have always considered the 

management and disposal of land and buildings as a sacred civil right." 

 

 Self-Rule 
 

From their beginnings (and especially because of their isolation from each other 

and from England), colonial towns enjoyed a considerable measure of self-rule. 

By present standards, this self-rule was far from democratic. Participation in 

public decisions was usually limited to persons owning property, and town 

government itself was subordinated to the rules of the commercial corporation 

that had founded the town. (In the later colonial period, town government 

became subordinated to the rule of royal governors and the British parliament.) 

But however limited the scope of self-rule, it was there. While the rest of the 

world was governed by autocrats and aristocrats, inhabitants of American 

colonial towns commanded a relative freedom in their local affairs (Tocqueville 

1945). 

 

 Patterns of Social Control 
 

In colonial towns, social and political controls took many forms and had many 

faces. Some towns attempted to keep “paupers” and “beggars” out. (Read in 

twenty-first century terms: the poor and the homeless.) Other towns tried to 

recruit workers with needed skills—shipwrights and millers, for example. And 

everywhere, in the interest of public morals and safety, colonial towns tried to 

control the behavior of their inhabitants. Then as now, crime against persons 

and property, and offenses against the prevailing moral code, were the special 

concerns of urban legislation (Glaab and Brown 1976, 14). 

 

•In New Amsterdam, New York, in the seventeenth century, laws were 

promulgated to assure that the town authorities knew the name and 
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whereabouts of everyone who came into the city. 

•In Newport, Rhode Island, bond had to be posted for all newcomers 

before they could be admitted to the city. 

•Beginning in 1705, Philadelphia adopted regulations (similar to those of 

New Amsterdam) requiring registration by name and domicile of all 

those entering the city. 

 

The most pervasive and stringent social controls were asserted by the Puritan 

towns of New England. As Michael Walzer (1965, 209) observes, 

 

with the intense moral discomfort of the righteous and high minded, 

Puritans sought desperately to separate themselves from the chaotic 

sinfulness that they imagined to surround them....[They wished] to create 

a society in which godly order would be the rule and sin not a possible 

activity. 

 

These Puritan towns regulated matters of worship, work, dress, speech, and 

every conceivable aspect of social intercourse. And while the Puritans and their 

towns were never numerous, they helped create at least one legacy that is still 

very much part of the urban scene: the city as guardian of morals and promoter 

of citizen virtue. Present-day cities derive their powers to monitor morality from 

the police powers of their state. This term is not to be confused with 

administering a city police force (though the city's police force is also legally 

based on the city's role as agent of the state). Judicially, police powers are the 

state's inheritance from English common law: the responsibility of the king as 

guardian of his subjects to regulate social life in the public interest, primarily in 

matters of health, welfare, morals, safety, and public convenience (Gunn 1969). 

Thus, cities attend to regulating manners and morals, and to "keeping the 

peace," and their vigor in doing so can be interpreted as a partial inheritance 

from Puritan towns. 

 

The Early Republic (1789 to the Civil War) 
 

The early years of the republic were profoundly important to urban 

development. It was the period that saw the rise of cities as units of economic 

specialization. It was the period that ushered in the rise of the industrialized 

city—the place of tall smokestacks, soot and grime, and "dark, satanic mills." It 

was a time that brought a politics of class conflict to the cities, and a time of 

spreading slums and urban congestion. It was also a period of growing 

resentment by white, native-born Americans against immigrants, a resentment 

that brought the first waves of violence against the cities’ ethnic and religious 

minorities. 
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 Urban Growth 
 

At the center of these developments were the growth of older, established cities 

and the rapid founding of new towns. The older cities expanded their 

populations almost exponentially, so that by 1830 New York, for example, had 

grown to more than 202,000 and Philadelphia to more than 161,000. Equally 

important, this was the period in which the logic of a market economy moved 

cities toward economic specialization. The availability of nearby—and therefore 

cheap—water power created the thread-weaving, textilespinning towns of New 

England. Boston, New York and Philadelphia, as major seaports, drew into their 

maritime trade shippers, brokers, wholesalers, and those important suppliers of 

money and credit, bankers and banks. New Orleans and Charleston prospered as 

trading centers that specialized in southern cotton. Thus the logic of the 

market—in its drive for efficiency that brings related enterprises into close 

proximity—set the stage for what in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries were to be cities of manufacturing specialization: Detroit as the center 

of automobile-making, Pittsburgh as the center of iron and steel, and the 

stockyards of Chicago and Kansas City as "butchers to the nation" (Green 1957, 

Chudacoff 1975, Warner 1972). 

 

The City as Symbol of Progress: The City and 

Land-Use Economics 
 

Following the War for Independence and later with the Louisiana Purchase, the 

entire continent beckoned those who aspired to establish new towns and cities. 

New settlements sprang up all across the receding frontier, and Americans took 

pride in the rapidity with which new towns were established and in the capacity 

of their new towns to bring what they viewed as civilization to the wilderness. 

 Here, for example, is what an early president of Yale had to say 

concerning his travels (in the early 1800s) through New England and upstate 

New York: 

 

The colonization of a wilderness by civilized man, where a regular 

government, mild manners, arts, learning, science, and Christianity have 

been intertwined in its progress...is a state of things of which the record 

of past ages has furnished neither an example nor a resemblance." 

(Quoted in Rifkind 1977, 3) 

 

Thus, early on, Americans came to regard city building and urban development 

as the essence of the American gift for progress and to see nothing but good in 

the city's intrusion on the countryside. 
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 The new towns that sprang up on the frontier followed precedents laid 

down in colonial times, coming into existence as an enterprise in the private 

ownership of property, but with this difference: Most new towns were not 

developed by settlers coming to untitled and previously unowned land 

(unowned, that is, by Europeans). They came, instead, to land that was owned 

by land-development companies. These land-development companies were, in 

effect, wholesalers of land. That the western lands should be settled was 

national policy, and Congress sold these lands in great blocks to privately 

owned land companies with an understanding that the companies, in turn, would 

resell to small buyers. 

 In principle, Congress could have given the land free to settlers, as 

would be done under the Homestead acts after the Civil War, or alternatively, 

Congress could have sold unsettled land plot-by-plot to individual settlers. With 

few exceptions, neither course was followed. Instead, the land was sold in huge 

tracts to land wholesalers (land companies) that, in turn, resold it at considerable 

profit to individual buyers. Thus, land company employees surveyed the 

territory, laid out sites for new towns, and established land offices on the new 

sites (or in cities back East) from which lots and plots and blocks of land could 

be sold. 

 Settling new towns was big business and great fortunes were made in 

that business all through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. After the 

Civil War, companies dealing solely in land were superseded by railroad 

companies that repeated the wholesaling process: platting streets and selling lots 

in towns that would be built along the railroad's right of way (Swisher 1954). 

But whether new towns were organized by land companies or railroad 

companies, the economics of settlement was much the same: Land was a 

commodity to be sold at a profit. More important, the future value of any 

particular piece of urban land was contingent upon market externalities—upon 

future population density. Consequently, urban development, then as now, was 

tied to civic boosterism and the psychology of land speculation. Then, as now, 

the slogan "Come grow with us" was key to the economics of urban 

development. 

 

Would you make money? [asked an advertisement luring settlers to 

Columbus, Nebraska].... Find then the site of a city and buy the farm that 

it is to be built on. How many regret the non-purchase of that lot in New 

York, that block in Buffalo, that quarter section in Omaha? Once these 

properties could be bought for a song...fortunes [are to be made] that 

way. (Quoted in Glaab and Brown 1976, 108) 

 

 Social Consequences of Industrialization 
 

While new towns sprang to life, older cities expanded their commercial and 
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industrial development. And profound political consequences followed. Cities 

grew in population and physical size, and they accelerated what had been the 

steady drift toward separation of places of work from places of residence. In 

colonial and post-colonial times, those who owned workshops and warehouses 

usually lived in or above their places of work. Businesses were small, and 

employees often lived with their employers or in lofts and odd rooms nearby. 

The sense of community was strong, and the interests of business owners were 

more often than not shared by their workers (Handlin and Handlin 1975). But 

with industrialization, the interests of owners and workers drifted apart and a 

politics of social and economic class grew stronger. What is more, persons of 

wealth began shifting their places of residence outward and away from the 

commercial districts, and the first tracings were to be seen of what was to 

become in the twentieth century the city of concentric rings: a commercial and 

factory district in the oldest part of town, workers' housing in a ring around the 

old town, and homes for the middle class set in a wide circle outward and apart 

from the ring of working-class houses.2  

 As industry grew, the gap between rich and poor became wider and 

deeper. And housing for the poor became oppressive and unsanitary. In 1843, a 

survey found 7,196 people living underground in New York. 

 

Within seven years as immigration expanded during the decade, the 

cellardwelling population had increased to 29,000….A Cincinnati board 

of health report of 1865 told of a two-story tenement which housed 102 

people for whom only one privy had been provided (Glaab  and Brown 

1976, 69, 76). 

 

Dust and mud and garbage in the streets marked the cities of the nineteenth 

century. Water supplies and sanitary facilities were provided mostly by 

backyard wells and earth-toilets, supplemented by privately owned water 

carriers and waste removers (often with the same contractor doing both jobs). 

Small wonder, then, that periodic epidemics swept the cities. Yellow fever, 

typhoid, and cholera were recurring urban diseases. Crime, too, was rampant, 

and as historians of urban violence frequently note, organized street gangs 

operated openly and with impunity, making life difficult and dangerous for rich 

and poor alike (Silberman 1978). 

 Cities began to address infrastructure, service, and housing problems. 

Philadelphia was the pioneer of the city-owned water supply, completing the 

Fairmont Water Works in 1822; New York began building its aqueduct water 

system in 1835. In 1844, New York replaced the thenprevalent system of 

private watchmen with the nation's first city police force—eight hundred strong. 

And in 1867, New York pioneered the setting of standards for tenement 

construction (Glaab and Brown 1976). 

 But even as the populous cities of the East were taking these steps 
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toward coping with problems of public health, crime, and sanitary housing, they 

were further beset with the problem of crowd violence: All through the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the growth in urban populations came 

primarily from immigrants, newly arrived to seek the promise of American life. 

But as immigrant ranks swelled, white, native-born Americans grew 

increasingly resentful of those with different cultures, customs, and languages. 

Resentment turned violent, and the 1830s were marked by what would become a 

recurring pattern of violence against racial, ethnic, and religious minorities: 

 

Anti-Catholicism first became a disturbing factor in American life in the 

1830s when Protestant leaders began to declare that the Roman Catholic 

hierarchy was conspiring to win complete control of the United 

States….The crusade resulted in several outbreaks of rioting; an 

Ursuline convent was burned by a mob in 1834, ten years later several 

Catholic churches were destroyed by a three-day riot in Philadelphia. 

(Parkes 1959, 263-64) 

 

Thus, cities had become the focus of an anti-immigrant agitation and the places 

in which mob violence might be expected to flare. Those who lived in rural 

areas had their dislike of cities, with their foreign ways and foreign people, 

intensified; and those who lived in cities became part of a rapidly expanding 

population of foreign-born and newly arrived immigrants. 

 

 Expanding Political Participation 
 

In the 1830s, a new spirit and style entered American political life—signaled by 

the election of Andrew Jackson (1832). The slogan of Jacksonian politics, "To 

the victor belong the spoils," announced that the jobs and rewards of 

government would go to supporters of those who won elections. In 

unmistakable terms it also announced that politics itself would belong to those 

who could organize with sufficient numbers and discipline to capture public 

office. Political participation would no longer be restricted to the literate and the 

wealthy; suffrage would continue to expand to include (in growing numbers) 

"the common man" (Schlesinger 1945). 

 

The Industrial Age 
 

In the decades after the Civil War, the industrialization that had begun earlier 

accelerated dramatically. Railroad building proceeded with astonishing speed. 

Before the war (in 1850) the United States had fewer than 9,000 miles of 

railroad, mostly in New England. Between 1860 and 1900, 163,000 miles of 

track were laid down. Big cities could now enter and then dominate the markets 
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and economies of an entire region, and even smaller cities and towns were 

linked to regional, national, and even international markets. Capital invested in 

manufacturing rose by a factor of ten in the thirty years from 1860-1890, from 

$1 billion to $10 billion in contemporary dollars. During this same period, the 

number of industrial workers rose from something over 1 million to more than 5 

million, and the "value of [their] annual product from less than $2 billion to 

more than $13 billion" (Parkes 1959, 395). 

 Immigration into the United States also shot skyward and cityward. 

From 1870 to 1900, it is estimated that nearly 12 million immigrants entered the 

country, some to take up rural life, but by far the greatest number to settle in the 

cities. There, those who arrived with limited work skills, little money, and scant 

command of the English language could hope to find jobs, housing, and the 

comfort and guidance of fellow countrymen who had arrived earlier.3
 

 But this change and expansion brought social cost. The industrial city 

made it possible for an entrepreneurial few to make great fortunes and to display 

those fortunes in the imposing townhouses and mansions that stood in private 

parks and along avenues of urban opulence.4  For the less fortunate many, life in 

the industrial city was considerably harder. Factory labor was monotonous. The 

workday was long, often ten, twelve, even fourteen hours. Wages were low, and 

loss of one's job because of an economic downturn was frequent. Industrial 

accidents were commonplace. In 1900, for example, it is estimated that 

industrial accidents caused twenty thousand deaths and 1 million injuries. Under 

the legal doctrine of the time, neither victims nor their families were entitled to 

compensation. Little by way of public welfare existed, and aid to the poor, to 

orphans, and to the injured and sick was almost completely a matter for private 

charity. 

 Some sense of life among the city poor can be gotten from Jacob Riis 

(1957, 36, 47, 124, passim), a pioneer photojournalist who took his camera to 

record lives of poverty in New York in the early 1900s: 

 

A Seventh Ward tenement was typical….There were nine in the family; 

husband, wife, six children, and an aged grandmother….All nine lived in 

two rooms, one about ten feet square that served as parlor, bedroom, and 

eating room, the other a small hall-room made into a kitchen….Here, in 

this tenement,…fourteen persons died last year, and eleven of them were 

children....With the first hot nights in June, police dispatches…record 

the killings of men and women rolling off roofs and window-sills while 

asleep…in hot weather, when life indoors is…unbearable. 

 

This, then, is the social context of the industrial city. It is also the context for the 

politics of the machine. 
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 The Political Machine 
 

In the context of these intensifying social dynamics—growing urban 

populations, immigration, industrialization, expanding suffrage—political 

machines developed in many cities. A “machine” is a strong local political party 

that is organized hierarchically and relies on material incentives to maintain 

itself. In the electoral arena, a machine controls nominations for public offices 

and turns out the vote for its candidates, relying on ward leaders and the precinct 

workers they direct. Once in control of the executive and legislative branches of 

city government, the machine rewards supporters with the material benefits that 

government offers: jobs in the bureaucracy and appointments to boards and 

commissions for party operatives; contracts to build infrastructure and 

franchises to operate services for business supporters. There may be corruption 

in elections or in the operation of the government: Electorally, there may be 

vote fraud. In government, city employees may extract payments from 

businesses for police protection or licenses to conduct their business; elected 

officials may require kickbacks from contractors and franchisees. The head of a 

machine, the “boss,” may or may not hold elective office himself. 

 The media have remained fascinated with and critical of machine 

politics for well over a hundred years—from the New York Times expose of 

New York City’s Tweed Ring in 1871 and the muckraking print journalism of 

Lincoln Steffens’s Shame of the Cities in 1904, to Marshall Curry’s 2003 

documentary film Street Fight, about the response of Newark’s machine to Cory 

Booker’s first (unsuccessful) run for mayor. Hollywood filmmakers, too, have 

pilloried machines and bosses since before movies could talk—with silent film 

classics including A Dainty Politician (1910) and The Grafters (1913)—through 

the early twenty-first century with Martin Scorsese’s Gangs of New York in 

2002 (Muzzio, Halper and Muzzio 2003; Hanlan 2003). 

 Generations of scholars—including historians, political scientists and 

sociologists—have also focused their craft on machines and machine politics. 

For decades, much of the research consisted of case studies, a research design in 

which the scholar looks at a particular instance, or “case,” of the social science 

phenomenon we want to learn about. Howard Zink (1930), for example, studied 

twenty separate bosses, and several scholars have contributed fine-grained case 

studies of individual machine-ruled cities. Much of this scholarship conveyed 

implicitly that machines were ubiquitous among big cities in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, though sometimes the claim that most big cities had 

machines, or that all big cities had a machine at one time or another, is explicit. 

But did all big cities have machines? 

 

 How prevalent was the machine? M. Craig Brown and Charles Halaby 

(1987) tackled the question of how widespread the machine was systematically. 

Relying on the existing case study literature—supplemented by their interviews 
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with scholars, urbanists and librarians—they looked at the prevalence of 

machines in the thirty major cities “most prominently featured” in discussions of 

machine politics and which “probably account[ed] for the “bulk of accumulated 

empirical knowledge about the urban polity in the decades between the Civil 

War and WWII.” They classified each of the thirty cities, for each year from 

1870 to 1945, as having factional machines, a dominant machine or no 

organized machines. Factional machines are organized party groups at the 

neighborhood level that practice machine-style politics, but they are in 

competition with other factional machines and other types of political groups, 

and they do not control politics and government city-wide. A dominant machine 

is a machine-style organization that has succeeded in capturing the executive 

and legislative branches of the local government and maintaining its grip for at 

least three electoral cycles. No organized machine is the code for a city in each 

year when it has neither a dominant machine nor factional machines. 

 Brown and Halaby found that most machines were of the factional type: 

In any particular year from 1870-1945, about 60 percent of the cities exhibited 

organized ward-level politics characteristic of competing machine-style groups. 

Dominant machines, organizations that controlled citywide politics and 

government, were considerably less likely to be present: In any one year from 

the end of the Civil War to the beginning of WWII, just one in five cities on 

average wase controlled by a dominant machine, though 17 of the 30 cities 

(57%) had a dominant machine at some point. The prevalence of dominant 

machines peaked in the 1930s at one in three cities, and then declined to two 

cities in ten in 1945. Throughout this period—1879-1945—no organized 

machines were identified in 40 percent of the cities studied. 

 Jessica Trounstine (2008) tracked the prevalence of dominant machines 

further into the twentieth century, looking at the period 1900-1985. Of the 244 

cities that had made the list of the one hundred largest cities in the U.S. at any 

decennial census from 1790 through 1990, 46 cities—about 19 per cent—

experienced political monopoly by a machine from the beginning of the 

twentieth century through 1985.5 

 Thus machines were a widespread political development in the industrial 

era, lasting well into the second half of the twentieth century. But they were not 

ubiquitous, and where they were prominent, they were more likely to be of the 

factional type.  

 

 Why did machines emerge? Nevertheless, machines did dominate 

particular cities’ politics and government at particular times in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. Reformers and scholars have offered explanations for 

machine emergence since the 1880s. For a hundred years, these explanations 

focused on the inadequacy of the formal structure and capacity of city 

governments to deal with urbanization and industrialization, and on the 

coincidence of the broad extension of male suffrage with swelling immigration. 
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 The fragmented structure of local government in the U.S. was indicted 

as a driver of the emergence of machines early on. Viscount James Bryce, 

sometime British ambassador to the United States, published a monumental and 

long well-regarded study of American government in 1889. He pointed to the 

numerous elected offices at the local level as contributing to the “conspicuous 

failure” of city government (Bryce, 1889, vol. 1, 608). In the mid-twentieth 

century sociologist Robert Merton (1957) also underscored local government 

structure—the separation of powers in particular—as leading to the emergence 

of machines. But while the machine was morally reprehensible for 

contemporary civic reformers, it was functional for Merton and social scientists 

who accepted his theoretical perspective: The machine provided the 

coordination necessary to overcome fragmented formal authority. Thus city 

government could effectively address the demands of businesspeople for 

infrastructure required for economic development, and the service needs of the 

increasing population. 

 Indeed, city government did feature the separation of powers 

characteristic of state and federal government—with its multiple elections for 

members of the city council; numerous citywide administrative offices like 

clerk, treasurer, and sheriff, in addition to the mayor; and even municipal 

judges. Further, multiple special-purpose authorities were being created to meet 

the infrastructure and service needs of the rapidly expanding industrial economy 

and growing city populations. Cities needed clean water, sewage disposal, 

electricity and gas, transportation, parks, schools. The special-purpose 

authorities featured boards with members who were sometimes elected and 

sometimes appointed; appointment authority may have rested with the mayor, 

city council, state officials or some combination of these (Teaford, 1984). 

 But can emergence of dominant machines be attributed to inadequate 

local services and infrastructure capacity rooted in this formal fragmentation? 

Alan DiGaetano (1988) offers evidence to the contrary. Looking first at the 

question of capacity, he dated the emergence of six local organizational 

capabilities—police, fire, and public service departments; and water, sewage 

and mass transit authorities—in 25 machine cities. “In all cases but one, three or 

more municipal functions had been introduced before or during the decade of 

machine emergence…[and] the average number of functions adopted before or 

during the period of machine origins was 4.2 (p.256).” Rather than absence of 

capacity driving machine emergence, DiGaetano argues, expanding municipal 

capacity was fuel for the machine, providing city jobs and appointments to be 

used as patronage. Even so, could fragmented formal authority over developing 

municipal capacity have been the driver? Here too, DiGaetano reverses what 

was conventional wisdom. For 15 machine cities for which he was able to 

gather precise timing of machine emergence and city charter changes that 

centralized formal authority, the machine consolidated control after the charter 

change—adoption of a strong mayor in ten cases, a city manager in one, and the 
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commission form in four cities. 

 Moreover, Jon Teaford (1984) has offered a strikingly different 

perspective on separated powers and fragmented administrative authority. 

Rather than view these, with Bryce, as contributors to “conspicuous failure,” 

Teaford suggests that they comprise a formal foundation for the “unheralded 

triumph” of city government in the post-Civil War decades. Early on, city 

councils had responsibility to oversee urban administration. But as infrastructure 

and service needs expanded dramatically with industrialization and growing 

population, city councils were ill-equipped to deliver. Over time the technical 

requirements of infrastructure construction and operation, and demands for 

public services, led to the development of special authorities with technical 

expertise, line departments of the city, and introduction of professionals like 

civil engineers to the expanding administrative bureaucracy. City councils lost 

their responsibility for city administration, but ward-elected council members 

continued to represent their particular neighborhoods’ needs and concerns. In 

Teaford’s view, the combination of decentralized popular representation—

which gives neighborhoods a mechanism for expressing their needs—with more 

centralized professional administration, led to pretty good city government in 

many places. 

 What of the argument that the immigrant vote is the foundation of the 

urban political machine? This view was advanced initially by upper class and 

upper middle class reformers who made no effort to disguise their nativism. 

Andrew D. White—co-founder and first president of Cornell University, U.S. 

diplomat, state senator in New York, and president of the American Historical 

Association—complained that under the U.S. system of ward-based elections, 

“a crowd of illiterate peasants, freshly raked from Irish bogs, or Bohemian 

mines, or Italian robber nests may exercise virtual control” over a city (White, 

1890). James Bryce, the English diplomat introduced above, also viewed 

immigrants as foundational of machine politics, writing that the United States 

has 

 

a vast population of ignorant immigrants….They know nothing of the 

institutions of the country, of its statesmen, of its political 

issues….Incompetent to give an intelligent vote, but soon finding that 

their vote has a value, they fall into the hands of the party organizations, 

whose officers enroll them in their lists and undertake to fetch them to 

the polls (1889, vol. 2, 95) 

 

 As he had done with the claim that fragmentation of local government 

was at the root of machine politics, sociologist Robert Merton affirmed the 

claim that the machine rests on immigrants’ votes, but stripped it of its negative 

ethical tone. The machine was functional for immigrants, who traded votes, 

rationally, for social and economic assistance. Precinct workers for the machine 
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assisted newcomers to America in countless ways. They often helped the newly 

arrived to find housing and jobs. They served as interpreters for those who had 

yet to learn the English language. In an age when welfare was private charity, it 

was often the machine that ran the best-organized and most generous charity in 

the city (Merton 1957). It gave food and money to the poor, and coal to heat 

their stoves. It provided legal assistance to those who could not afford lawyers, 

and it softened the harshness of the law for those who broke it. In short, the 

machine was an enterprise in social service, an activity best expressed by Martin 

Lomassy, the once political boss of Boston: "I think there's got to be in every 

ward somebody that any bloke can come up to—no matter what he's done—and 

get help. Help, you understand; none of your law and justice, but help (Quoted 

by Steffens, 1931, 618)." 

 Whether the immigrant vote was corrupt, as civic reformers maintained, 

or rational, in the sense Merton asserted, is it the explanation for consolidation 

of dominant machines? In many cases, immigrant families did provide a 

machine's voting strength, but in other cases they did not. Kansas City, for 

example, had a mostly second and third generation native-born population, but it 

was notorious as a stronghold of machine corruption (Zink 1930). Perhaps the 

most compelling evidence casting doubt on the claim is Trounstine’s (2008) 

finding that machines achieved dominance when the population of immigrants 

(and poor people) was declining. In her study of twentieth century machines, the 

presence of large immigrant populations is associated with emergence, as the 

conventional wisdom suggests. But declining immigrant population and 

declining poor population are the strongest predictors of emergence of a 

dominant machine. A machine-style faction is most likely to move to 

consolidate its hold on the reins of city government, she argues, when it feels 

threatened by slippage in the population share of its core supporters. 

 

 Machines were a prominent feature of the urban politics of the industrial 

era, spanning a hundred years from the post-Civil War decades to the 1980s. 

Nevertheless, many cities did not develop machines. And in cities that do 

feature in the long story of machines, machine-style politics among competing 

factions was more common than dominant machines that could control 

nominations, elections and the local government. Though contemporary 

reformers’ explanations for the machine—the immigrants did it politically; the 

separation of powers undergirds it formally—do not stand up well to recent 

scholarship, reformers’ beliefs nevertheless motivated the changes they 

advocated at the local level. 

 

Urban Reform 
 

Political reform is a periodic feature of American politics. One theory to account 
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for waves of reform asserts that they arise from the clash of the "is and the 

ought"—the tension between professed ideals and everyday political practices—

as for example in the civil rights revolution of the 1960s, between the lip service 

paid to "liberty and justice for all" and the treatment of African-Americans in 

U.S. society (e.g., Herson 1990). Another theory explains periodic reform as 

part of a recurring clash between professional politicians (the vocationalists) 

who run government and amateurs of politics—those who are moved by a sense 

of public duty, a call to ideology, and a moral desire to set wrongs to right 

(Wilson 1962). The amateurs are often moved to action during times of crisis, 

when unsolved problems seem beyond the control of ordinary, everyday 

politicians. But for the amateurs, politics is an avocation, not a vocation. Their 

perseverance and persistence is usually limited. 

 Both theories of reform find easy harbor (and dozens of examples) in the 

period roughly from 1900 to 1920. During that time, urban reform was part of a 

larger, more widespread drive for changes on all levels of government 

(Hofstadter 1955a). Leadership of the municipal reform movement was 

primarily upper class (Hays 1964), a loosely connected coalition of mostly 

amateur politicians who called themselves Progressives and marched under the 

banners of Progressivism.6 

 The agenda of the Progressives was piled high with proposals for reform 

at all levels of U.S. government. On the national level, they pushed for an 

income tax, for legislation to curb business monopolies, to outlaw child labor, 

and to improve conditions in shops and factories. On the state level, they 

proposed to give the electorate a more direct voice in government, using the 

initiative, referendum, recall, and direct primary.7 Progressives also tried to 

concentrate governmental authority by decreasing the number of elected 

officials. 

 At the local level, Progressives have been categorized as social 

reformers versus civic, or structural, reformers. Social reformers, Jane Addams 

of Chicago prominent among them, were concerned with the human and social 

service needs of immigrants and the poor. Civic reformers focused on the formal 

structures of city government and proposed reforms grounded in their beliefs—

noted in the discussion above of the machine—that the machine and corruption 

rested on fragmented formal authority and the immigrant vote. Categorizing 

reformers in this way obscures, however, that “social reform progressives 

almost always agreed with those progressives who took a narrower view of 

social policy that better organized municipal institutions were essential (Lessoff 

and Connally 2013, 152).” 

 What structural reforms were proposed for city government? First, 

reformers attempted to introduce the merit system and civil service 

appointments. Under a merit system, appointment to city jobs would be based 

on written examinations, and thus (it was reasoned) the city would be served by 

better-educated employees, better able to resist the temptation of bribery, and 
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more determined to resist being manipulated by political bosses. Under civil 

service, jobs once gained would be permanent, not subject to dismissal (except 

for incompetence), and thus removed from control by politicians. 

 Second, detailed accounting procedures were to be instituted so as to 

thwart theft of public funds. In a related move, legislation was to require that 

cities use competitive bidding in awarding contracts to buy and build. 

 Third, where it was decided that dispersed authority might serve to 

insulate an area or activity of government from boss control, provision was 

made for an independently elected board or commission. The independently 

elected school board continues as the most frequently used example of this third 

reform. Then, as now, its justification is that an independently elected school 

board "keeps the schools out of politics and politics out of the schools." 

 Fourth, and most significant, attempts were made to scale down the size 

of city councils and, even more to the point of reform, to do away with election 

by districts (usually called wards) and to substitute a city council elected at 

large—each council person chosen by all the city's voters. Much thought and 

planning went into this fourth reform. Its logic was as follows: for each district 

to have its own elected representative is to encourage a system of direct, visible 

personal leadership and fellowship. District-elected council persons know their 

constituents personally. To those they thus know and trust, they can offer favors, 

patronage, and a variety of social services. They can know who turns out to 

vote; and they can more or less know if that turnedout vote is a return for past 

favors. 

 What is more (the reformers reasoned) representation by districts favors 

ethnic representation. Immigrants lived in their own neighborhoods. Ethnic 

representation (the reasoning continued) feeds machine politics not only because 

the machine organizes the voters block by block and house by house, but also 

because the machine uses ethnic leaders as ward and community workers. Thus, 

to take machine politics out of the city council, take city council members out of 

districts. Perhaps even more important for the better government envisioned by 

the reformers, an at-large council would be less involved in the affairs of 

immigrant ethnic groups. The ethnic immigrants might then lose interest in city 

affairs and perhaps stop voting. But not so the upper and middle classes. Control 

over cities' affairs would then pass to them, for they could be counted on to vote. 

 Fifth, and perhaps most radical in its departure from the traditions of 

American government, the reformers proposed to do away with an elected chief 

executive, the mayor, and to substitute an appointed executive, the city manager, 

who, as a professional administrator, could be counted on to resist the tugs and 

pulls of politics. In this fifth reform, the proponents of change had an important 

ally in many from the business community. For them, the city-manager plan had 

a real-world appeal. It reflected their own experiences and appealed to their 

deep-seated belief that if government was to be made better, it would need to be 

more like business—removed from popular whim and from the popularity 
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contests of elections. In short, cities would do better by having a competent 

manager in command.8 

 

 The Demise of the Machine? 
 

Whether the urban reform package accomplished its purposes is difficult to say. 

Several parts of the reform package are everywhere in place today—civil 

service appointments, competitive bidding on city contracts, and careful keeping 

of public records, all open to public scrutiny. A considerable number of cities 

make use of small city councils, elected at large. And well over two thousand 

cities have adopted the city manager plan. 

 But whether any parts of the reform package or any of the reformers' 

agitation was directly responsible for driving out the machine is difficult to say. 

Machine-style politics continued in many large eastern and southern cities until 

well after the Second World War. The last of the great machines were in 

Chicago—where the machine held on until 1978, only briefly surviving the 

death of its last boss, Mayor Richard J. Daley9—and Albany, where the machine 

survived until 1983 (Trounstine 2008, Table A3).  

 Ironically, elements of the reformers’ package—in particular the city 

manager plan, combined with at-large elections for the city council—have 

proved effective as a formal platform for monopolizing a city’s politics and 

government in a way that echoes the old machines. Jessica Trounstine (2008) 

proposes the concept of a political monopoly—a dominant coalition that controls 

all branches of a city’s government for at least a decade. The coalition achieves 

monopoly by controlling nominations for public office and biasing elections, 

then coordinating the government organization itself. Reform monopolies, built 

on the reform platform, accomplish bias and coordination differently than the 

old machines did, but the results are the same: Voter turnout declines and the 

benefits of public expenditure are concentrated on the priorities of the core 

groups in the coalition. In the case of reform monopolies, these core groups are 

economic elites who deploy public resources in the service of their development 

priorities, while neglecting service needs of minority and lower class 

neighborhoods. 

 Not all reformed cities exhibit the crimped political participation and 

targeted benefits of a reform monopoly, as not all unreformed cities developed 

machines. But some of them do. Changing the formal rules for city elections and 

the structure of authority, ostensibly to preclude domination of the city by one 

set of interests, may result in domination of the city by other sets of interests. 

 The central lesson we want to extract from this brief history of the 

machine versus reformers is that the formal arrangements of city government—

how people are elected and the pathways of administrative authority—are not 

neutral. The rules of the local polity have been, and continue to be, a focus for 

local politics. Chapter 6 looks at the ongoing tension between reformed and 
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older, unreformed arrangements for local government, and at the “reform of the 

reform.” 

 

 

 

The Great Depression and Beyond 
 

The economic hard times that began with the stock market crash of 1929 were 

of a scale not previously experienced in the United States. Millions were out of 

work, and for those lucky enough to have jobs, wages tumbled below living 

costs. By 1932, the Pennsylvania Department of Labor reported: 

 

Wages had fallen to five cents an hour in saw-mills, 6 cents in brick and 

tile manufacturing....In Malvern, Arkansas, lumber workers received 10 

cents an hour; women in Tennessee mills were paid as little as $2.39 for 

a 50 hour week. (Schlesinger 1957, 249) 

 

Hunger was widespread, yet farmers found no markets for their crops. "Some 

found it cheaper to burn their corn than sell it and buy coal. On every side, 

notices of mortgage and tax sales were going up" (Schlesinger 1957, 175). The 

urban poor suffered no less severely. "There is not a garbage dump in Chicago 

which is not diligently haunted by the hungry (Wilson 1958, 462)," wrote one 

reporter. 

 The Great Depression, said that reporter, was an American earthquake. It 

knocked over the political party alignments that had prevailed since the Civil 

War and overcame the American reluctance to create national welfare programs. 

It broke open the American style of federalism that had previously separated 

central and state governments’ spheres of authority—the national government 

attending almost exclusively to foreign trade, diplomacy, and national security; 

the states having charge of health, welfare, education, morals, and public safety 

(Herson 1990). A new style of federalism emerged, one in which the national 

government dominates. Under this new federalism, the national government 

assumed responsibility for managing the nation's economy, supervising civil 

rights, regulating conditions of employment, protecting the environment, 

establishing safe standards for consumer products, and building a welfare 

society (Herson 1990, Miles 1976). 

 Before the Depression, cities were viewed by Congress and the courts 

strictly as creatures of the state, and the national government had almost no 

direct dealings with cities. Under the new federalism, the national government 

reached directly into cities with policies and programs aimed at the health of 

their economies and the well-being of individuals. What happened in the Great 
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Depression to turn the attention of Washington lawmakers to the cities? 

 The electorate followed its intuitions and acted out its traditional 

response to hard times: It voted the party in power out of office and swept a new 

party into power. The Republican Party had been the dominant party in 

American political life since the Civil War. Now it was the Democrats' turn. The 

election of 1932 brought a revitalized Democratic party to the center of the 

national political stage. That party drew its strength from a new coalition. The 

“New Deal coalition” was a fusion of traditional Southern, Protestant (and 

mostly rural) Democrats and the voters of the big cities—blacks, Jews, 

Catholics, blue-collar workers, and the children and grandchildren of former 

immigrants. For several decades, the key to winning the presidency would lie in 

the hands of voters in a dozen or so of the biggest cities and the largest 

metropolitan areas. Their voting strength would nearly dominate the Electoral 

College, and thus, those aspiring to be president would be forced to pay close 

attention to urban and suburban needs and demands. The problems of the city 

thus made their way onto the agenda of the national government. 

 The New Deal coalition has disintegrated, and with it the Democratic 

party’s dominance of politics and policy. But while Republican party politicians 

do not prioritize cities and city constituencies, all indications are that the 

presence of the federal government in city politics will continue. The level of 

federal expenditure, the mechanisms for program delivery, and policy targets of 

federal attention change, but the federal government’s presence in city politics is 

almost certainly not going to go away. 

 

The Past Becomes the Present 
 

This has been a selective traverse through American history. The object has 

been to highlight themes that persist in city politics, for recognizing a 

contemporary manifestation as a continuation of, a variation on, or a reaction to 

a persistent dynamic may help us understand the present. Dynamics introduced 

here include 

 

 a deeply rooted ambivalence about the city in U.S. politics. 

 the centrality of economic development and economic elites in city 

politics, including the commodification of real property; 

 the social diversity of urban populations, political resistance to 

“others,” and spatial separation along class lines; 

 deliberate shaping and reshaping of formal institutions of local 

government, sometimes aimed at meeting needs and providing 

avenues for participation, sometimes aimed at sidestepping needs and 

muting voices; and 

 a federalism that features a role for the national government in the 
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affairs of cities. 

We turn next to a set of chapters examining formal and informal institutions in 

urban politics and policy, and what they may mean for the nature of power in 

the city. 

 

                                                           
1  Mercantilism is the term used to describe this statecraft, using the "strength of the 

economy to defend the power of the state" (Lee and Passell 1979, 28). 

 
2  This demographic pattern was given in classic formulation in 1925 by University of 

Chicago sociologists Robert E. Park and Ernest Burgess (reprinted in 1967). For a study of 

population mobility in a single city, Boston, between 1830 and 1860, see Knights (1971). 
 

3  The classic study on the immigrant experience is Handlin (l 973); for its significance for 

urban politics, see Harrigan (l 985). 
 

4  Some sense of the lives of the urban rich in the Industrial Age can be gotten from 

Thomas Beer (1961) and Edward Lucie-Smith and C. Dars (1976). 
 

5  In Trounstine’s study, to be labeled a political monopoly of the machine type, a 

political coalition needed to successfully bias elections in its favor and control city 
government for at least a decade in a city that did not have a city manager charter. 

 

6  Among the best studies of Progressivism are those conducted by Schlesinger (1957), 

Hofstadter (1955a, 1968), and Hays (1964). For the flavor of a Progressive writing in his 

own time, see Croly (1909). 

 
7  Jay Shafritz (1988) provides definitions of these key terms: 

Initiative: a procedure that allows citizens, as opposed to legislators, to propose 
the enactment of state and local laws. 
Referendum: A procedure for submitting proposed laws or state constitutional 
amendment to the voters for ratification. 
Recall: A procedure that allows citizens to vote officeholders out of office 
between regularly scheduled elections. 
Direct primary: [An election] in which political party nominees are selected 
directly by the voters. 
 

8  For critiques of this reasoning, see Waldo (1948) and Herson (1957, 1973). 
 

9  On Boss Daley and his machine, see Rakove (1975) for a sympathetic account, and 

Royko (1971) for a scathing indictment. 


