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The previous chapter discussed two ways citizens can participate in local 

politics: by running for public office and by appointment to one of the 

city's boards or commissions. In each case, participation is largely an 

individual activity, reflecting the motives and interests of the individual 

officeholder or board member. This chapter considers two additional 

forms of individual participation: voting and citizen-initiated contacts 

(i.e., the behavior of individual citizens as they contact city government 

about problems or services). In addition, it looks at participation through 

groups, including political parties, civic organizations, business 

associations, neighborhood associations, and organized (and unorganized) 

protest movements. Finally, it considers how urban leaders emerge 

through a combination of individual and group activities. This, in turn, 

leads to a discussion of urban political power in the next chapter. 
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Who Participates and Why? 
 

Before discussing outlets for citizen participation, we first explore, in a 

general way, the extent of this participation. Sidney Verba and Norman 

Nie (1972) define participation as any act aimed at influencing the 

government, either by influencing the choice of personnel or by affecting 

the choices made by those personnel. Using this definition, they found 

that approximately 78 percent of American citizens participate politically. 

The largest segment (21 percent) participates by voting only, while 

smaller segments combine voting with other, more active forms of 

participation. Only 11 percent can be classified as complete activists.1
 

These data give both an optimistic and a pessimistic picture of political 

participation in America. From an optimistic perspective, it is comforting 

to note that democracy seems to be alive and well, with more than three-

fourths of the adult population engaging in some form of political activity. 

But from a more pessimistic perspective, only slightly more than one in 

five adults devote more energy to the political process than an occasional 

pull on the lever of a voting machine. And only one in ten adults is 

anything like a well-rounded political participant. 

 Why do people participate in politics? At the national level, most 

political participation is of an expressive nature, reflecting largely 

philosophical or moral issues: gun control, the environment, defense 

spending, nuclear disarmament. At the local level, participation reflects 

more personal concerns that touch the lives of people on an everyday 

basis. For example, local issues involve dangerous intersections, zoning 

decisions, distasteful billboards, and baseball diamonds. People get 

involved in national politics largely to make statements expressing their 

values. But people get involved in local politics because they have 

problems they want to solve or complaints they wish to air. 

 Several studies of urban political participation shed light on who 

gets involved. Robert Lineberry and Ira Sharkansky (1978), for example, 

report that fewer than 15 percent of surveyed respondents claim to be 

active members of groups or organizations working to solve an urban 

problem. Even within this small set, a noticeable class bias exaggerates 

the process and outcomes of participation. At the upper end of the 

socioeconomic spectrum, over 25 percent claim activity in local groups or 

organizations, while at the lower end of the spectrum, this figure declines 

to approximately 6 percent. Accordingly the problems of the upper and 

middle classes may be addressed because of their participation, while the 

problems of the poor (and particularly the underclass 2) may be largely 

ignored. In another study, Elaine Sharp (1982) reports that only 11 

percent of the poor in Wichita, Kansas, had ever contacted a municipal 
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official, compared with 21 percent of middle-class citizens and 40 percent 

of upper-class citizens. Again, this trend suggests that officials are more 

aware of middle- and upper-class problems than of the needs of the poor. 

 These findings are strangely paradoxical, for we should expect 

those people with greatest need to be most active. Yet, we find exactly the 

opposite: Those with the least economic need are most likely to 

participate, while those with the greatest need are least likely to do so. 

This paradox is at least partially explained, however, when we take into 

account both the means for participation among the poor and the systemic 

bias of urban government against effective participation by those living in 

poverty. First consider means: Most middle- and upperclass urban 

residents have direct (or at least indirect) access to municipal government. 

They may have a friend or neighbor on the city council or who is a city 

engineer. This provides them with an immediate contact; and even if the 

contact is somewhat removed from the municipal leadership, the citizen 

can approach the mayor or the city manager with the introduction, "Carol 

Taylor [or whoever] suggested that I talk with you." Even without this 

direct contact, most middle- and upper-class residents may know a 

prominent business owner, lawyer, or other professional in town who can 

provide much the same introduction. In contrast, the poorer citizen (who 

is less well connected) must make his or her own introductions, a difficult 

task at best and particularly difficult for a person not used to moving 

among the powerful at city hall. 

 As an alternative, those living in poverty may go directly to the 

complaint bureau that many cities have established; but this is often 

bureaucracy at its worst, and the citizen seldom receives much immediate 

satisfaction from such visits. Imagine a municipal employee whose sole 

responsibility day after day is listening to the complaints of citizens about 

the way the city conducts its business. The first week might prove 

exciting as he or she hears about all of the city's "dirty laundry." But even 

for a person committed to improving the plight of the poor, the job soon 

becomes tedious and frustrating, and since the city employee is, in the 

complainant's eyes, at least partly responsible for the problems, he or she 

is likely to take the brunt of the complaints as personal attacks. Over time, 

the employee may begin acting defensively, asserting his or her authority 

when given the opportunity. (The employee sitting at the complaint desk 

is, after all, a street-level bureaucrat.) While this strategy may make the 

job more bearable for the employee, it makes the encounter with 

government singularly unsatisfactory for the citizen, and he or she is 

likely to think twice about complaining next time. 

 Second, political information is more readily available to the 

middle and upper classes than to those living in poverty. Citizens often 
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become informed about their municipal government through participation 

in such organizations as Rotary, Kiwanis, and the League of Women 

Voters. These organizations are typically bastions of the middle and upper 

classes, seldom frequented by the poor. The upper and middle classes also 

tend to read local newspapers more frequently, giving their members 

greater knowledge about the city and its government. While this is a 

subtle bias, its effects may be large; for as Francis Bacon noted four 

hundred years ago, knowledge is power. 

 The paradox of participation breaks down, however, when we 

examine the relationship between need and participation, controlling for 

skill. Verba and Nie (1972) report, for example, that urban blacks 

participate in municipal affairs more frequently than whites with 

comparable social backgrounds. In a similar finding, Alex-Assensoh 

(1995) reports that residents of a predominantly black underclass 

neighborhood in Columbus, Ohio, are more politically active than 

residents of a predominantly white underclass neighborhood in the same 

city. Even more pertinent, Berry and his colleagues (1991) report that 

poor people living in low-income neighborhoods are more likely to be 

politically active than are poor people living in non-poor neighborhoods. 

Finally, ethnic minorities participate more frequently than their non-ethnic 

counterparts (e.g., Nelson 1979). In each case, participation is likely to 

reflect greater need. Or put more directly, people are more likely to 

complain when there is more to complain about. But just as important, 

people are more likely to participate when participation is easy, or at least 

when roadblocks to participation (cultural, social, or bureaucratic) are not 

encountered. 

 During the past three decades, the federal government has made 

great efforts to remove these roadblocks, often with indifferent success. 

President Johnson, as part of his Great Society program, set a goal of 

"maximum feasible participation" by the nation's poor. Since 1960, local 

citizen participation has become a condition for a number of grant-in-aid 

programs to cities. While only 5 of these programs required citizen 

participation mechanisms prior to 1960, 155 had such requirements by 

1978 (ACIR 1980).
3
 An instructive example of this type of mandated 

participation occurs in the Community Development Block Grant, enacted 

in 1974 to provide cities with funds for urban renewal, basic water and 

sewer facilities, and historical preservation. The act required applicants to 

provide satisfactory assurances that they (a) provide citizens with 

adequate information on the availability of funds and the range of 

activities that may be undertaken, (b) hold public hearings, and (c) afford 

citizens an adequate opportunity to participate in the development of the 
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application. Even so, the early days of this program witnessed 

considerable dissatisfaction with the lack of involvement by lower-

income groups (ACIR 1980). The 1977 reenactment strengthened the 

citizen participation requirements, mandating applicants to submit a 

written citizen participation plan. Many cities met this requirement by 

encouraging and facilitating the development of neighborhood 

organizations in low-income areas of the city. In many cases, they paid 

the operating expenses for these organizations, and residents of more than 

one urban neighborhood have enjoyed a picnic dinner at city expense. But 

for all this, it is still unclear whether participation by the poor can be 

successful, and systematic instances of successful participation are 

difficult to document. We will explore this phenomenon in greater depth 

later in this chapter. 

 

Individual Modes of Participation 
 

Beyond seeking municipal office or volunteering for service on a 

municipal advisory board, individuals can attempt to influence political 

outcomes in two ways—through voting and by initiating contacts with 

city hall. 

 

 Voting 
 

As he signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965, President Lyndon Baines 

Johnson boldly proclaimed that the right to vote is "the most powerful 

instrument ever devised by man for breaking down injustice ...."Taken at 

face value, this suggests that voting serves a practical function, keeping 

politics and politicians honest and representative. More important, it 

suggests that the desire to achieve some desired outcome motivates the 

decision to vote. For instance, a citizen who is disenchanted with the way 

he or she is represented by an elected official can vote to replace the 

representative with someone who will better represent the voter's 

interests. And from the other side of the ballot box, the elected official 

who realizes that the citizen has this power is likely to modify his or her 

behavior accordingly. 

 This rational view of electoral behavior (and, in fact, of 

democratic theory) has been challenged in a number of quarters. One of 

the most trenchant criticisms holds that citizens may simply have 

insufficient knowledge, information, or understanding to vote their self-

interest. A rational vote requires the voter to understand not only the 

differences between candidates, but also how those differences affect him 
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or her. In many instances, party affiliation serves as a convenient heuristic 

for assessing candidates, but this has been effectively eliminated in many 

cities by the use of nonpartisan elections. Other criticisms of the rational 

model of democratic participation are equally important, and they are 

discussed below. 

 

Ballot propositions. Particularly in the case of referenda and initiatives—

which are often worded in language that is convoluted or otherwise 

difficult to understand—the voter may not know what he or she is voting 

for or against. David Magleby (1984) reports that the wording of ballot 

propositions in California and Oregon is readable at the eighteenth grade 

level (i.e., two years post-baccalaureate), well past the educational 

achievement of the  vast majority of voters in those states.4 As a case in 

point, consider the proposition listed in figure 7.1. Even after careful 

reading, the exact purpose of this amendment to the Alabama constitution, 

which seems to have important implications for municipal governance, is 

likely to be unclear. 

 The typical voter entering a voting booth (which for many people 

is itself intimidating) and encountering this proposition for the first time 

would likely be confused by such convoluted wording, leading him or her 

either to vote in an irrational (that is, uninformed) manner or simply to 

exercise his or her right not to vote on the issue. 

 Complicated wording of ballot propositions yields a middle- and 

upperclass bias to urban politics, particularly in cities without strong 

political parties. Low-income people, who are typically undereducated 

and poorly informed, may find the party label more helpful in voting their 

self-interest than do members of the middle and upper classes. By the 

same token, the poor may be influenced on ballot propositions by leaders 

of the local party. But in the absence of cues from trusted political leaders 

(e.g., the party), low-income voters must interpret ballot propositions by 

themselves, attempting to determine which choice is in their best interest. 

For many low-income voters, this may be an impossible task, given the 

grammatical complexity of most ballot propositions. The result may be 

either nonparticipation or irrational participation in the voting booth. The 

better educated upper and middle classes are better able to comprehend 

ballot propositions and make a rational determination of self-interest. 

 Nonparticipation among the urban poor clearly lends a middle- 

and upper-class bias to urban elections; but so, too, does irrational 

participation, since irrational participants, voting in an uninformed 

manner, are likely to cancel out one another's votes.5  
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FIGURE 7.1    A November 8, 1988, Ballot Proposition in Alabama 

 

Proposed Statewide Amendment  Number  Four  (4) 

 
To propose and provide for the submission of an amendment to the Constitution of 1901, as 

amended; providing that no law whose purpose of effect is to provide for a new or increased 

expenditure of municipal funds held or disbursed by the municipal governing body shall 

become effective as to any municipality of this state until the first day of the fiscal year next 

following the passage of such law unless such law is approved by a resolution duly adopted by 

and spread upon the minutes of the municipal governing body of the municipality affected 

thereby, or such law (or other law) provides the municipal governing bodies with new or 

additional revenues sufficient to fund such new or increased expenditures; providing for an 

election thereon and prescribing an effective date for the proposed amendment. 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 

 

Misplaced faith in the power of elected officials. Another criticism of the 

rational model of electoral behavior concerns the assumption that elected 

officials determine policies. Certainly, at all levels of government 

obstacles emerge to the faithful fulfillment of campaign promises. For 

example, a revenue shortfall may prevent a promised road from being 

constructed or a sidewalk from being repaired. Or a lawsuit may prevent 

an old building from being razed to make way for a new parking facility. 

Another impediment to the fulfillment of campaign promises is the 

relative impotence of the city council in cities that have adopted the 

council-manager form of government. As noted before, the power of the 

council is greatly diffused by its lack of information and expertise, and it 

relies on the city manager to set the agenda and make recommendations. 

Because of the council's relative impotence, the link between the voter 

and policy outcomes is weak, even though the link between the voter and 

the elected official may be strong. [The theory of grass-roots democracy.] 

(Again, there exists an upper- and middle-class bias, for upper- and 

middleclass interests are generally best served through government by 

administration—especially when the administration is dominated by white 

males.) 

 A major factor militating against the ability of elected officials to 

determine policies in the urban place is their inability to control private 

investment decisions. For example, a developer may choose to build a 

shopping mall just outside the city limits, where the city council is 

powerless. This decision will potentially draw businesses and shoppers 

from the downtown area. By the same token, a builder may decide to 
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construct a new housing subdivision that will severely tax the city's 

existing water and sewer systems. So long as the builder meets local 

zoning requirements and building codes, the council is largely powerless 

to stop the construction project. Or a small manufacturing business may 

simply decide to move to a new city, enticed by attractive tax deferments 

and other incentives that are offered there. If the council lacks sufficient 

funds to match these incentives, it is powerless to stop the move and the 

loss of local jobs that will result. 

 A third factor intervening between the electorate and public policy 

is the growth of special-purpose governments (these will be explored in 

greater depth in chapter 9). Since 1952, the number of governments 

designated as special districts and public authorities has grown 

dramatically. (Kantor 1993). These special-purpose governments are often 

used to fund projects that have been turned down by popular vote. 

Notably, during the 1980s voters were quite wary of funding building 

projects (e.g., convention centers), which have typically received only 

about 40 percent popular support at the polls (G. Peterson 1991, quoted in 

Sanders 1992). Yet, a number of cities have built convention centers 

despite a negative public vote; their strategy has been to transfer authority 

for building the convention center from municipal government to a 

special-purpose government that requires lower levels of support (and, in 

some cases, no popular support at all) before committing funds and 

breaking ground. This approach has been used in Philadelphia, with the 

state's creation of the Pennsylvania Convention Center Authority; in 

Indianapolis, with the Marion County Convention and Recreational 

Facilities Authority; and in Atlanta, with the development of both a 

convention center and a domed stadium by the Georgia World Congress 

Center Authority. The capacity of these special-purpose governments to 

operate without a public vote on new taxes or debt has enabled cities to 

promote convention-center development and expansion despite the 

electorate's persistent concern. In the early 1970s, city governments 

accounted for over 60 percent of the dollar value of new convention 

centers and civic centers. But by 1990, city governments accounted for 

only 25.7 percent of these, with special-purpose governments accounting 

for more than 58 percent of the total (Sanders 1992). 

 In each case, policy is removed from the hands of the city council 

and twice removed from the hands of the voters. The impact on the upper 

and middle classes is softened, for capital investment decisions are 

typically in their best interests: new homes emerge, urban decay is 

excised, better roads are constructed, and so forth. But for the poor, the 

lack of effective representation is more critical. As a case in point, 

William Keech (1968) found that in Durham, North Carolina, the vote is 
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more important for (and effective in) achieving legal justice than social 

justice. That is, the vote (or the threat of the vote) broke down 

governmental barriers to equal rights and services, but it did little to break 

down social discrimination. Keech (1968, 105) concludes that "the really 

striking gains of Durham's Negro minority have come through resources 

other than the vote." 

 

 Citizen-Initiated Contacts 
 

During their adult lives, most Americans probably will have at least one 

runin with city hall. It may take any of a number of forms. For example, 

a person may complain that trash is not picked up regularly. Or a road 

may be filled with potholes, or the sidewalk may be crumbling. He or she 

may be concerned about inadequate police protection or may object to a 

city ordinance requiring fire alarms to be placed in all rental property. The 

person may insist that heavy (and excessively fast) traffic flow on a 

nearby street demands a traffic control signal, feel disgruntled that there 

are not enough baseball diamonds, or that there are too many baseball 

diamonds and not enough jogging trails, or may complain that a 

neighbor's dog barks through the night, or that its master parties loudly 

through the night. The list of possible complaints is almost endless. 

 "You can't fight city hall" is one of the most common political 

adages, and if followed, would lead people with these concerns to (a) 

complain to their friends and neighbors (but not to their elected officials 

or to the municipal bureaucracy); (b) vote against incumbent council 

members in the next municipal election; or (c) move to another 

neighborhood or city. Yet, every year a large number of Americans defy 

the conventional political wisdom and take their complaints directly to 

city hall. These citizen-initiated contacts are a unique form of political 

participation, for they are typically carried out by individuals (as opposed 

to groups) and they are motivated strictly by self-interest. This form of 

participation has generated substantial interest within political science 

(e.g., Coulter 1992). But before we make too much of it, we should 

explore it further, paying particular attention to both its magnitude and its 

potential for class bias. 

 The fact that citizen-initiated contacts are individual expressions is 

important, for it makes them an unexpected form of participation. Another 

political adage (perhaps second in importance only to the supposed 

futility of fighting city hall) concerns strength in numbers and suggests 

that participation for most people is more palatable, less traumatic, and 

generally accomplished more easily when they act as part of a group 

rather than as individuals. Psychologists tell us, for example, that people 
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become more bold in groups (Wallach et al. 1962). In contrast, citizen-

initiated contacts are strictly the acts of individuals, and we may surmise 

that only special circumstances (i .e., a situation perceived as intolerable) 

would move a person to this kind of bold activity. For example, a citizen 

who yesterday ruined his muffler by driving through a pothole may today 

find his way to city hall to complain about the deplorable condition of the 

city streets. Or a business executive who botches an important 

presentation at work, brought on by a sleepless night of howling dogs and 

blaring music in her neighborhood, may take her case to city hall. But for 

most of us, the inconvenience of taking time to go downtown or even to 

find the right telephone number, and the intimidation of facing the vast 

municipal bureaucracy alone, leads us to a more pragmatic approach: We 

simply trust government to fix the problem itself (or perhaps we wait for 

someone else to complain). 

 Thus, it makes little sense to say that some neighborhoods with 

high levels of need will be the source of most complaints to the city. 

Inhabitants of these neighborhoods, who may be primarily poor, have 

fewer political skills than do their middle- and upper-class counterparts, 

and they are more likely to be intimidated by city hall. In addition, the 

expectations in many of these neighborhoods are likely to be lower. 

Uncollected garbage or barking dogs may be commonplace and therefore 

go largely unnoticed in underclass neighborhoods, whereas in middle- and 

upper-class neighborhoods, such events are unexpected and often draw 

immediate complaints. 

 A second conclusion holds that citizen-initiated contacts are 

motivated by self-interest. People contact city hall about potholes in the 

roads because it affects them directly, not because of a concern for the 

city's other motorists. People complain about the lack of softball 

diamonds in municipal parks because they want to play ball, not because 

of a commitment to increasing the cardiovascular capacity of the city's 

inhabitants. They complain about slovenly and haphazard garbage 

collection because they find garbage in their front yards, not because a 

passing motorist might find the situation aesthetically unpleasing. 

 And how does city hall respond to these complaints (if it responds 

at all)? Usually it does not reformulate its policies, but rather responds on 

a case by-case basis. For example, the citizen who complains about 

potholes in front of her house may find a work crew filling those potholes 

the next morning, but ignoring similar ones a block away. Or a garbage 

truck, on a special run, may collect the missed garbage; but the city's 

garbage-collection policy remains intact. Given the motivations 

underlying citizen-initiated contacts and given the nonsystematic 

responses these contacts are likely to elicit, should we construe this 
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activity as political? 

 In a word, yes. While the city is unlikely to modify its policies in 

response to a single complaint, it may, over time, modify policies in 

response to a series of related complaints. For example, the cost of 

sending out work crews to fix individual potholes in front of 

complainants' houses may be prohibitively high, and for only a little more 

money, the city may be able to systematically fill potholes all across 

town. Or the cost of sending a garbage truck on a special run to pick up 

spilled garbage, when aggregated over a number of complaints, may lead 

the city to reconsider its policy of leaving spilled garbage where it lies. In 

short, these private, self-interested complaints, taken together, may have 

important policy implications. But paradoxically, any complaint, 

considered alone, is likely to have little or no effect on policy, may or 

may not even ameliorate an immediate problem, and is accomplished at a 

psychological cost to the complainant. 

 Thus, we should expect that relatively few people take this route 

of political participation. Although a number of studies of citizen-initiated 

contacting behavior have been conducted, we are still somewhat unclear 

about the exact magnitude of the phenomenon. Estimates of contact with 

municipal government range from a low of 20 percent (Verba and Nie 

1972) to a high of 58 percent (Katz et al. 1975; see Coulter, 1988, for a 

review). But in some of these studies, all forms of contact are recorded, 

including (a) reporting a crime; (b) obtaining a building permit; (c) 

receiving job training; and (d) visiting public health clinics. Such 

behaviors fall outside the purview of politics (as discussed in chapter 5), 

and they should not be confused with more overtly political activities, 

such as those described earlier in this chapter. Thus, when we examine 

actual complaints (as opposed to all forms of contact), we get a somewhat 

different picture. In Houston, for example, a central complaint agency set 

up to receive and address citizen concerns received only between thirty-

five and fifty complaints a day (Mladenka 1977). This represents under 

20,000 complaints a year in a city with over 1.5 million inhabitants, or a 

complaint rate of only 1 percent (or, put in terms of households, 

approximately 3 percent). The central complaint agency is not the only 

avenue for citizen complaints, however, and others may go to individual 

departments and agencies. But even assuming that complaints to the 

central agency represent only the tip of the iceberg, it would be hard to 

imagine a complaint rate of over 10 percent. Since a person who has 

contacted city hall once may do so a second time (and a third, fourth, or 

fifth time), this generous estimate drops considerably. Of course, data 

from one city does not allow us to generalize to citizen participation 

across the country. But even by the most generous estimates, citizen-
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initiated contacts with city hall, in which complaints are aired and 

solutions requested, must be far below those reported in many studies of 

citizen participation in America. In short, only a small fraction of urban 

dwellers take it upon themselves to participate as individuals in the 

political process. 

 

Group Modes of Participation 
 

Largely because of psychological, social, and political barriers to 

individual participation, groups have become the modus operandi of 

American politics. At the national level (and with the exception of 

political parties), these groups form largely around specific issues: the 

National Rifle Association, the National Organization of Women, the 

sustainability movement, and so forth. At the local level, however, groups 

tend to have a multi-purpose orientation. For example, the local chamber 

of commerce gets involved in almost every economic issue (which, in the 

end, is virtually every issue), and neighborhood organizations often 

participate in a wide variety of social issues that affect them. One 

important distinction we can draw between individual participation and 

group participation at the local level is that the former tends to be 

motivated by self-interest (and to some extent by a sense of civic 

responsibility), whereas the latter often is motivated by concern for the 

group. 

 One of the most important elements of human nature is the need to 

affiliate with others. Humans (as Aristotle observed long ago) are social 

animals, which leads us to become involved in many different kinds of 

relationships. For example, marriage (and the family) has survived as a 

human institution in large measure because of our need for 

companionship. And each of us maintains a complex network of 

friendships that, when studied, meanders through the urban terrain 

(Wellman 1979, Fischer et al. 1977). We join book groups, softball 

teams, soccer leagues, and sewing circles for exactly the same reason. 

And in the more political sphere, we join civic groups, neighborhood 

associations, and interest groups. 

 This is not to say that these political groups fill exactly the same 

human need as social groups. Participation in political groups actually 

serves two purposes: It is motivated by self-interest, and through it, 

participants attempt to achieve those political and policy outcomes they 

believe to be important; and it is motivated by participants' needs to 

affiliate and to maintain contact with others. The mixture of these motives 

often leads political groups in directions different from those their 
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individual members might take. For example, an emergent leader within a 

neighborhood association may have strong feelings about historic 

preservation within the community and get the association involved in 

efforts to save an historic train depot slated for demolition. Many 

members of the association may not care about the building; in fact, they 

may think it ugly and worthy of demolition. Yet, they go along with the 

association, for the value derived from membership in the group more 

than compensates for taking a political stance that mildly violates their 

self-interest. The same could be said for membership in such civic groups 

as the Rotary, Kiwanis, or the League of Women Voters. The various 

projects that these groups engage in probably reflect the interests of group 

leaders. Yet, members willingly go along, for the social benefits derived 

from membership in the group outweigh the costs of taking an insincere 

issue position. Note that in both of these cases, group leaders speak with 

the authority of the group, even though the group members, left to their 

own devices, may not individually participate in the issue at all. 

 With this as a precautionary note, we begin an inventory of 

political groups active at the local level. In each case, we will consider 

motives for joining the group, political strategies employed by the group, 

political and policy positions held by the group, and various impediments 

the group must over come to be successful in its political mission. 

 

 Political  Parties 
 

Logic suggests that the power and the importance of the political party 

should be greatest at the local level of government. First, local party 

organizations are the building blocks of the national party. Congress, after 

all, represents local constituents (see O'Neill 1987), and even presidential 

candidates must put together coalitions of local leaders. Second, local 

parties are largely free from the ideological divisions of national parties. 

For example, Democrats in New York have a very different agenda from 

those in Alabama, who in turn differ from those in Nevada. Yet, they all 

go by the same name. In contrast, these differences are minimized within 

a region and particularly within an individual city. Thus, voters can give 

loyalty to the local party without the need to check the ideological 

credentials of individual candidates. Third, the party should be best able 

to reward its faithful supporters at the local level, for (a) it is closer to its 

members there than at any other level of government, and it should be 

better able to trade votes for services, and (b) most governmental jobs are 

filled at the municipal level. 

 However logical this may seem, parties are far from the center of 

political action at the local level. As noted earlier, much of this decline is 
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due to urban reform, wherein politics (and hence the role of political 

parties) was removed from municipal government. For example, the 

advent of government-by-management concentrated great power in the 

hands of administrators who could act independently of elected officials. 

Thus, the symbiotic link between the party and its members, even if it still 

existed, could not guarantee desired policy outcomes. More important was 

the decline of patronage through the introduction of civil service 

requirements into municipal hiring decisions. More important still was the 

advent of the nonpartisan election, which is by far the most pervasive 

component of the reform package (e.g., city management, at-large 

elections). Among the largest cities in this country, only Pittsburgh, 

Jacksonville, Cleveland, Baltimore, New York, New Orleans, 

Philadelphia, St. Louis, and Indianapolis have fully partisan elections 

(Judd 1984). In contrast, Phoenix, Columbus, Dallas, Detroit, San 

Antonio, San Diego, Seattle, Los Angeles, Milwaukee, San Francisco, 

Memphis, Houston, Denver, and Boston have nonpartisan elections. In 

Chicago, the mayor is elected on a partisan ballot, while council members 

run without party labels. In small and middle-sized cities, partisan 

elections are quite rare. 

 In general, then, parties have been left with a much diminished 

role in local politics. As noted earlier, this results in a decline in electoral 

participation, particularly among the poor. And as Lineberry and 

Sharkansky (1978, 125-26; also see Welch and Bledsoe 1988) suggest, 

this probably increases the representation of middle class interests: "The 

voice of certain groups—e.g., business people, Republicans, upper-

income voters, people who read newspapers regularly—is a bit louder."  

 

 Business and Economic Groups 
 

Steven Elkin (1987, 31) states, "A reputation for being antibusiness, for 

not listening to local businessmen's schemes for making a greater city, is 

an invitation to fiscal trouble that even the hardiest progressive politicians 

are unlikely to be anxious to accept." For this reason, the most pervasive 

groups in urban politics are those based on economic interests; these 

include the local chamber of commerce, the local board of realtors, and ad 

hoc business groups formed to promote economic development. These 

often have overlapping memberships, although their aims are different 

and their leadership styles vary considerably. 

 

Chamber of commerce. The most visible economic group is the local 

chamber of commerce. In most cities of over twenty-five thousand, the 

local chamber of commerce typically employs an executive officer and 
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(particularly in larger cities) a variety of staff assistants. These persons 

assume responsibility for maintaining a healthy economic climate within 

the city, and they do so in a number of ways. First, the executive officer 

actively solicits new businesses and industries into the city. He or she 

accomplishes this task in a number of ways: writing brochures, making 

phone calls, providing guided tours for potential newcomers, and 

traveling extensively—knocking on doors and extolling the virtues of his 

or her community wherever anyone will listen. Second, and more 

important for our purposes, the executive director meets regularly with the 

city manager and/or the city council, lobbying for policies promoting 

local growth. For example, he or she may lobby for the expenditure of 

city funds to expand the local airport or to provide additional downtown 

parking, promote the aggressive use of tax incentives to attract new 

businesses and industries to the community, or argue for the development 

of a new industrial park with citysubsidized water and sewer lines. Third, 

the chamber of commerce staff serves as a kind of local support group for 

business and industry, providing advice, counseling, and just plain 

encouragement for those who need or want it. 

 But beyond its staff, what kind of organization is the local 

chamber of commerce? Membership is open to anyone in the community, 

both individuals and businesses (for a modest membership fee, typically 

between $100 and $300 per year). Members annually elect a president, 

usually from the community's business or industrial sector. The chamber 

of commerce also elects from its membership a board of directors 

designated to provide direction to its economic development efforts. It 

typically organizes several mixers each year, providing opportunities for 

members to see one another and exchange ideas in an informal 

atmosphere. In addition, it sponsors a variety of programs, ranging from 

"issue breakfasts" and candidate forums to leadership development 

courses. 

 As is the case with many such organizations, the chamber of 

commerce is largely a staff organization, reflecting the efforts and 

concerns of its executive director. And as is the case with the city council, 

the board of directors usually has neither the expertise nor the information 

to challenge the judgments of the executive director, who becomes the de 

facto policymaker for the organization. (But unlike the city council, the 

membership of the chamber is quite homogeneous, and seldom is there 

ideological conflict between the executive director and the board of 

directors.) Further, most members have neither the time nor the 

inclination to attend meetings regularly or to serve on committees. 

 The membership roster of the local chamber of commerce is 

typically large, reflecting what appears to be an impressive level of 
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participation, from virtually the entire business community. This kind of 

participation is what we may term "checkbook participation," however, 

reflecting members' willingness to pay their dues and let someone else get 

involved. They support the principles of the chamber; they like to show 

support for economic growth and development by proudly displaying a 

chamber of commerce decal in their window; and they are very pleased to 

have an established organization behind them should they have a run-in 

with city hall. They accomplish this through dues, however, rather than 

through active involvement. 

 In the end, the mission of the chamber of commerce may be too 

amorphous to generate active participation among more than a small 

percentage of its members. It has become established in most 

communities, and it is the very essence of respectability. But although this 

gives chamber members easy access to city hall to discuss economic 

development, it also leaves the chamber without many acute issues that 

mean the difference between success or failure for its members. It 

addresses the gamut of economic development issues (espousing pro-

growth and low-tax policies) and thereby appeals to the widest possible 

membership. But, at the same time, it necessarily fails to concentrate on 

the individual issues about which individual members get excited (e.g., 

downtown development versus shopping centers). This void is filled by a 

number of other economic groups that often lack the broad base of 

support enjoyed by the chamber, but which may, as a consequence, enjoy 

greater short-term success. 

 

Board of realtors. One such group is the board of realtors, a group of 

local business persons involved in the development and sale of local real 

estate. Members of this group have a single purpose, the promotion of 

their businesses, and they go about it by lobbying the city council and 

administration on policy issues that bear on real estate. Unlike the 

chamber of commerce, the board of realtors is a more narrowly focused 

group that does not spread itself too thin by pursuing a wide range of 

interests. In the same way, the very nature of the group encourages 

participation by its members. This, coupled with the importance of land 

development and promotion for the city's economic well-being, means 

that when the board of realtors speaks, people in positions of importance 

listen. 

 

Downtown merchants' association. Another group that fills the void left 

by the chamber of commerce is the downtown merchants' association, a 

group of local business owners who organize to promote downtown 

economic development over that in outlying areas. Since the chamber of 
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commerce represents all business interests in the entire community, it 

cannot take sides on the issue of downtown versus suburban development; 

but the downtown merchants' association can and does. It lobbies city hall 

for free downtown parking, for cleaner streets and sidewalks, for tax 

incentives to attract new retail businesses into the downtown area, and for 

renovation to make the downtown area more attractive. And in many 

cases, its efforts are successful. In an effort to revitalize downtown areas, 

many cities spend large amounts of money to plant flowers and trees in 

sidewalk planters and newly constructed medians, to install better street 

lighting, to build parking garages, and so forth. 

 

Ad hoc economic groups. A third type of economically oriented group is 

that formed by local business leaders on an ad hoc basis. In San Antonio, 

for example, the Good Government League ran its own slate of candidates 

in each local election between 1954 and 1975. It was phenomenally 

successful during this period, electing seventy-nine of eighty-one 

candidates it nominated over a twenty-year period (Lineberry and 

Sharkansky 1978, Muñoz 1994). Similar groups have formed in other 

cities (e.g., Tucson, Dallas, San Jose). In each case, the group is 

composed of a coalition of business and other pro-growth interests whose 

purpose is to promote pro-growth policies in the city. Often, this is 

accomplished through local elections, where pro-growth candidates are 

supported and anti-growth candidates are opposed. 

 Another example of an ad hoc economic group occurred in 

Lawrence, Kansas, in 1982 (Schumaker 1990). At that time, the city 

manager in Lawrence had held his position for a decade and had 

demonstrated his friendship for local business and his support for 

aggressive growth policies in the community. But in 1981, two new anti-

growth candidates were elected to the city council, giving anti-growth 

forces an absolute majority on the council. Most knowledgeable observers 

assumed it was only a matter of time before the city manager would be 

dismissed. Events reached a head one Friday in February, when one of the 

anti-growth council members wrote a letter to the city manager urging his 

resignation, with a council vote to dismiss him as the only possible 

alternative. Almost immediately (literally, over the weekend) a coalition 

of pro-growth individuals, primarily representing business interests, 

emerged under the name of the Lawrence Committee. It challenged the 

right of a council member to urge the resignation of the city manager, 

charged the member with malfeasance (among other things), and 

organized a strenuous recall campaign financed with contributions from a 

number of local businesses. In the end, the council member survived the 

recall election; but in a vote during the recall campaign, the city council 
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opted not only to retain the city manager but also to give him a raise. In 

the next municipal election, antigrowth candidates were notable by their 

absence. 

 This example suggests that even when business interests are not 

formally allied in a community, clear lines of communication typically 

exist and can be activated at a moment's notice. These lines of 

communication are often activated, in fact, as various economic 

opportunities emerge and ad hoc economic development groups form, 

usually as an alternative to the local chamber of commerce. As was noted 

earlier, the local chamber is a multi-purpose and multi-audience group 

that serves a variety of interests, but it is often inadequate for the needs of 

individual businesses. It tends to be rather cautious in its initiatives, lest it 

offend any of its members; but this inertia may prove frustrating to those 

who want to quickly take advantage of new opportunities. 

 For example, a group may emerge around rumors that General 

Motors is considering the community as a site for a new automobile 

assembly plant. Or it may emerge to promote development of an 

industrial park on a parcel of land that has just become available. Or, as in 

San Jose, it may emerge to promote the community as a manufacturing 

center (Trounstine and Christensen 1982). In this case, David Packard, 

chairman of the board at Hewlitt Packard, Inc., and Robert Wilson, 

chairman of the board of Memorex, formed the Santa Clara County 

Manufacturing Group during the late 1970s. Its purpose was to bring 

together the county's largest manufacturing and banking firms into an 

umbrella organization that would become the voice for industry in the 

Silicon Valley. By 1980, the Manufacturing Group had largely 

accomplished this goal; its membership consisted of sixty-five companies, 

including Lockheed Missiles, General Electric, Owens-Corning 

Fiberglass, IBM, GTE-Sylvania, Bank of America, Ford Aerospace, 

American Microsystems, and National Semiconductor. The 

Manufacturing Group worked with both city and county government in an 

effort to promote efficiency and cut costs, and it became involved in a 

number of issues, including transportation, housing, employment, and 

taxation. Within a year of its formation, the Manufacturing Group had 

outstripped the San Jose Chamber of Commerce as a center of community 

power, and it showed promise of becoming the dominant source of 

influence in the area during the coming decades. 

 Another ad hoc economic group, an exemplar of what Clarence 

Stone (1989) terms an "urban regime," guided San Francisco's economic 

development strategy during the 1970s. At that time, a unified pro-growth 

coalition of downtown business elites, labor unions, and local government 

officials directed the city's economic development. With broad popular 
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support, infusions of private capital, and large federal subsidies, the 

leaders of this coalition pursued a vision of remaking San Francisco into 

the Bay Area's commercial, financial, and administrative headquarters and 

a link between the United States and the emerging Pacific Rim. Through 

these efforts, 34 million square feet of office space was added to the 

central business district between 1965 and 1985-a growth rate of more 

than 1.4 million square feet per year. By the mid 1980s, the pro-growth 

regime had largely collapsed, but its twenty-year run demonstrates the 

impact that an informal coalition dominated by business leaders can have 

on a city and its character (DeLeon 1992). 

 But just as ad hoc groups can spur economic development, they 

can also bring a halt to development. For instance, an anti-growth 

coalition emerged in San Francisco during the 1980s, largely in response 

to the aggressive development that had been overseen by the pro-growth 

regime  during the previous twenty years6 ; it consisted of middle-class 

professionals, neighborhood activists, tenant union leaders, small business 

owners, and disillusioned ethnic minorities. In 1984, this coalition 

supported and won passage of Proposition K, which lowered allowable 

building heights around parks and playgrounds to preserve their access to 

sunshine. Encouraged by this success, the coalition supported and won 

passage of Proposition M in 1986, which imposed a permanent citywide 

annual limit of 950,000 square feet on new office construction.7
 This was 

the most restrictive growth-control legislation in any major U.S. city 

(Whyte 1988, Collins et al. 1991, DeLeon 1992). Perhaps in response to 

what had happened in San Francisco, anti-growth coalitions have emerged 

in other cities. For example, in 1989 Seattle voters passed an initiative 

called the Citizens' Alternative Plan (CAP), which severely restricted the 

allowable bulk and height of buildings in the downtown area (Collins et 

al. 1991). 

 

 Civic and Social Groups 
 

In almost every community, a number of civic groups and social clubs 

exists. Traditionally, these were segregated by gender (although 

traditional gender barriers have largely broken down). Such organizations 

as the Kiwanis, Lions, and Rotary clubs and the Jaycees (a kind of junior 

chamber of commerce with a service orientation) are active. These groups 

have regular meetings during which members share lunch and listen to a 

speaker discuss an interesting political or social problem in the 

community. These organizations often take on civic projects, usually 

contributing money to some worthwhile cause (for instance buying 

eyeglasses for schoolchildren who could not otherwise afford them). 
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While some of the money for these contributions comes from membership 

dues, most of it is raised through various projects, for instance selling 

Christmas trees during the holiday season. 

 Organizations that have traditionally been women’s organizations 

include the League of Women Voters, the Junior League, the Jaycee 

Janes, and the Soroptomists.8 Members of these organizations break bread 

at regular meetings, listen to speakers discuss vital issues for the 

community, and target specific service functions. For example, the 

League of Women Voters sponsors debates among political candidates, 

and members of the Junior League do volunteer work in libraries, 

hospitals, and social service agencies. One difference between the two 

sets of organizations is that while the male organizations typically donate 

their money to community projects, women's organizations typically 

donate their time. 

 People join these service organizations for a variety of reasons. 

One of the most important is social: They are able to dine with their 

friends on a regular basis and keep in touch in a way that busy schedules 

might not otherwise permit. When two businessmen meet by chance and 

agree to get together for lunch sometime, sometime rarely comes. But by 

joining Rotary, they regularly reserve lunchtime on Wednesdays to see 

each other (and other friends with whom they would like to keep in 

touch). A second reason for participation is to fulfill a sense of civic 

obligation. By joining the Junior League, a woman is returning to the 

community something of what it has given her, and it makes her feel good 

about both herself and about the community. A third reason for 

participation is political self-interest. By attending meetings, members 

have a chance to "network," to touch base with others who may be (or 

who may become) allies on policy issues. In one city the authors studied, 

managers from four industrial plants drove together to and from the 

Rotary meeting each Wednesday. During this time together (and whatever 

time they could manage together at the meeting itself), they discussed 

community issues relating to business and economic development. A 

fourth reason for joining is simply the visibility offered by membership in 

the organization. Administrators of a number of social and cultural service 

organizations (e.g., the YM.C.A., Boy Scouts, the Historic Preservation 

Society) attend because it gives them  a chance to see and be seen by 

other important people in the community. By the same token, many 

banks, real estate firms, and other community businesses require senior-

level employees to join at least one civic organization on the grounds that 

it simultaneously provides visibility for the business and demonstrates its 

civic commitment. A fifth reason for joining is the carryover that civic 

participation provides for more overt forms of political participation (e.g., 
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campaign work, citizen-initiated contacting behavior). Brady and his 

associates (1995) argue that each form of participation increases the 

repertoire of civic skills that an individual possesses, making him or her 

more likely to engage in subsequent political and civic activities. In this 

sense, civic groups can be viewed as a testing ground for future political 

participation, where the stakes may be much higher. 

 Most people with the first two motives are likely to participate 

only sporadically. While collegiality and civic responsibility may draw 

many people to join an organization, they can be easily overwhelmed by 

more practical considerations.9  For example, a bank vice president 

anticipating a lot of work during the next week may opt not to attend a 

League of Women Voters meeting; for her, work and professional 

advancement are more important than civic obligation. For another 

person, spending the weekend before Christmas with his family is more 

important than civic responsibility, and he will choose not to sell 

Christmas trees with fellow Rotarians. So although many civic 

organizations enjoy large memberships, relatively few of these members 

are regular and active participants in the organization. In addition, people 

who are most active are probably those who view their participation in 

self-interested terms: They use the organization for networking purposes, 

or they believe that the civic activities of the organization make an 

important policy contribution in the community. 

 

 Labor and Professional Organizations 
 

In most American cities, a substantial proportion of working adults 

belong to some professional or vocational organization. For most blue-

collar workers, this is a labor union, perhaps the United Auto Workers or 

the Teamsters' Union. For white-collar workers, it might be the American 

Medical Association, the American Bar Association, or the American 

Federation of Teachers. Yet as indicators of participation in local politics, 

high membership rates are deceiving for two reasons. First, most 

members of both labor unions and professional associations tend to be 

joiners but not participators. In the case of labor unions, membership is an 

occupational requirement in most states. In the case of professional 

organizations, membership is expected, and most people succumb to peer 

pressure and join. But in neither case is membership equivalent to 

participation in any but a nominal sense, and most members do little more 

than vote (for officers, to strike, and so forth).10 

 Second, most labor unions and professional  organizations tend  

not to get involved in local issues. The American Medical Association has 

an active lobby in Washington, for instance, and a keen interest in a 
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variety of healthrelated federal policies. It is also quite active in state 

capitals, lobbying for tort reform in the area of medical malpractice. But 

most health policy at the local level is merely a reflection of that 

developed at the federal or state level, and the AMA has had few local 

concerns.11  While the American Bar Association does get involved in 

nominating candidates for local judicial positions, its major activity is also 

concentrated at the state and federal level. Finally, labor unions become 

involved in local politics through their decisions to strike or not strike. 

But while strikes by public employee unions (e.g., the American 

Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees; the American 

Federation of Teachers) are designed to disrupt the flow of urban life, 

most private-sector strikes affect only the industry involved, the strikers, 

and their families. 

 Beyond job actions, however, most union political activity focuses 

at the state and national levels, where labor policy is decided. For 

example, minimum-wage legislation is passed or rejected by the U.S. 

Congress or state legislatures, as are occupational safety requirements. 

Labor unions, with an active interest in these and related matters, tend to 

lobby in Washington, D.C., and they maintain political action committees 

to support the campaigns of federal and state office seekers. But since 

little occupationally relevant legislation is passed at the local level, such 

effort would be largely wasted there. The one exception to this occurs for 

craft unions, whose members may have a great stake in local building 

codes and regulations. 

 Even when labor unions attempt to get involved in local politics, 

they are rarely successful. The membership of many unions is racially and 

ethnically diverse. And while this diversity has little impact on the union's 

support for national programs (minimum wage, occupational safety, 

comprehensive health insurance), it often creates disagreement about local 

policies. For example, many union members are critical of proposals to 

increase local taxes for such programs as subsidized day care, mass 

transit, or public health clinics, even though these programs may benefit 

the working class. As another example, middle-class housing in many 

cities remains, for the most part, racially segregated, and many white 

union members resent local ordinances designed to integrate 

neighborhoods. Yet, among the union's black membership, these 

ordinances are of great importance. Finally, most unions are quite divided 

on the use of ethnic, gender, or racial quotas. These cleavages, if allowed 

to surface, could tear apart the union; hence, most unions prefer simply 

not to get involved in local issues. 

 

 



Informal Citizen Participation in Local Politics 

 
23 

 Neighborhood Organizations and Homeowner 

Associations 
 

One of the favorite scenes of movie and television screenwriters shows an 

elderly man or woman, often the recent victim of a crime, looking out 

onto a dirty, rundown section of town and saying something like, "The old 

neighborhood just isn't the same anymore." This, no doubt, is an accurate 

observation. But, in fact, American society is changing, and it is merely 

taking its neighborhoods along for the ride. 

 

Neighborhoods defined. Before considering exactly how neighborhoods 

are changing and the political ramifications of these changes, we must 

consider what constitutes a neighborhood. Schoenberg and Rosenbaum 

(1986) suggest five essential traits of viable neighborhoods: (a) 

neighborhood identity; (b) popular consensus over public order; (c) 

existence of formal organizations; (d) access to outside resources (e.g., 

organizational funding); and (e) a means of resolving internal conflict 

among neighbors. But this may be too stringent a requirement, beyond the 

reach of most areas we generally think of as neighborhoods (Bennett 

1993). Anthony Downs (1981) elucidates several factors that may be used 

to define a neighborhood. At a broad level, he suggests that the immediate 

neighborhood is the small cluster of houses right around  one's own. This 

is perhaps what most of us think of as a neighborhood, but it is too narrow 

for a discussion of urban politics. There are simply too many such 

neighborhoods, each with too little political clout. Downs suggests that 

the homogeneous neighborhood is the area up to where the market value 

of housing noticeably changes or where the mix of housing types or 

values changes. This, in fact, is the definition that many cities (most 

commonly suburban areas and small cities) invoke in identifying 

neighborhoods, particularly ones that are planned around future housing 

developments. A parcel of land is given some attractive name (Prairie 

Meadows, Ridgeland, Seminole Hills) and zoned for certain types of 

houses (e.g., a minimum of 2,000 square feet, a minimum of one-third 

acre, only single-family dwellings). Further, builders tend to construct 

houses in these new neighborhoods that conform roughly to a single 

architectural style (modern, split-level). And when a sufficient number of 

houses have been constructed and families have moved in, a 

neighborhood exists. These neighborhoods tend to be relatively small, 

seldom with over five hundred houses, and often with fewer than one 

hundred houses. 

 This style of neighborhood development is relatively new. Older 

neighborhoods tended to develop on some other basis. Downs suggests 
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several possibilities. One is a common space as a focal point for personal 

interaction, perhaps a public park. A second is a common relationship 

with some nearby institution, perhaps an elementary school, a church, or a 

police station. A third is common membership in an ethnic group. In most 

large cities, Italian, Greek, Polish, Jewish, black, and Hispanic 

neighborhoods are common. A fourth is a common relationship to a 

physical barrier or a set of physical barriers. For instance, neighborhoods 

are often bounded by busy streets that children are not allowed to cross, 

thus encouraging intra-neighborhood rather than inter-neighborhood 

interaction. 

 

Changing neighborhood character. As we consider different types of 

neighborhoods (for instance, those that are defined by social 

considerations versus those that are merely geographical), we begin to 

discern an important change in American society: the decline of social 

interaction as the basis of urban life. Several neighborhood-level trends 

suggest this shift. First, newer neighborhoods are constructed out of 

developers' plans and market considerations, whereas older 

neighborhoods emerged largely around social interaction. A second trend 

is demographic: The average person is older today (and even older 

tomorrow) than at any other time in recent memory. An elderly 

population is past its childbearing years; hence, there are (and will be) 

fewer children to play with one another, and in so doing, to help knit the 

bonds of neighborhood interaction. Moreover, an elderly population is 

less physically active than its younger counterpart. As a result, 

neighborhoods where the elderly are concentrated experience an absolute 

decline in the potential for social interaction. A third trend involves an 

increasing number of working mothers with little time to interact with 

neighbors. And with working mothers comes the need for child care, 

usually in a preschool outside the immediate neighborhood. Thus, 

children are more likely to develop friendships that take them outside the 

neighborhood to play. A fourth trend is the aging process, in this instance 

not of people but of buildings. The infrastructure of most cities is simply 

getting older, and with age comes deterioration. In most inner cities, 

habitable apartment buildings are less habitable than they once were, and 

in most large inner cities, habitable buildings are interspersed with 

burned-out structures. Sidewalks, too, are decaying. In general, the inner-

city neighborhood as an inviting place for interaction has seen better days. 

Finally, Americans have become more mobile, and greater mobility leads 

to a greater sense of transience. Many neighborhood dwellers, particularly 

in newer neighborhoods, simply do not have a commitment to the 

neighborhood as a place where they expect to spend their lives. And even 
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in older neighborhoods, many younger people discover that they can buy 

old, often run-down houses for bargain prices, live in them for a couple of 

years, renovate them, and sell their property for a handsome profit. This 

gentrification of older neighborhoods no doubt improves their physical 

appearance, but usually at a substantial cost to neighborhood stability. 

 

Types of neighborhood participation. So the screenwriters are right: The 

old neighborhood just isn't the same. And the opportunities for social 

interaction—and as an outgrowth of social interaction, political 

participation—are fewer than they were twenty-five years ago. This 

general isolation makes neighboring, when it does occur, a very important 

activity. Neighboring can take a number of forms: watching after a 

neighbor's residence when he or she is away, lending a neighbor a cup of 

sugar or a loaf of bread, watching a neighbor's children, inviting a 

neighbor over for dinner (DeSena 1994). But this tends to occur most 

commonly in neighborhoods that are relatively free of social problems 

(e.g., graffiti, litter, crime) and, therefore, where social isolation is least 

likely (Perkins et al. 1990). Further, as an individual activity, neighboring 

tends to be spread unevenly within neighborhoods: whereas one block 

may have a number of residents engaging in neighboring activities, others 

may have no one doing so. 

 Many neighborhoods have responded by promoting various clubs, 

organizations, and institutions within their boundaries, most with dual 

(but related) purposes of promoting social interaction and neighborhood 

pride. In many situations, neighborhood associations have formed as 

umbrella organizations, designed to promote the overall interest of the 

neighborhood. These neighborhood associations, as well as a variety of 

the organizations that have emerged within neighborhoods, became an 

important vehicle for citizen participation during the 1970s and 1980s, 

and they seem to support the conclusion that American society has 

become more participatory over the years. But in considering 

neighborhood participation, the validity of this conclusion deserves 

careful inspection. Several writers have discussed the kinds of 

organizations that are typically found within neighborhoods. Downs 

(1981) suggests that they include extended families, government service 

agencies (e.g., elementary schools), religious and social organizations (a 

Catholic Parish, a Salvation Army center), and political organizations 

(e.g., the Democratic precinct office). Douglas Yates (1977) notes that 

many sections in the Lower East Side of Manhattan had two to three 

community organizations on the same block, and in a twenty-

squareblock area, he counted more than two hundred different 

community organizations. His list of these organizations includes: 
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church associations community action agencies 

neighborhood chambers of commerce neighborhood health councils 

service clubs (Rotary, Kiwanis, Lions tenant councils 

parent-teacher associations food co-ops 

racial organizations (NAACP, CORE) drug prevention groups 

ethnic associations street patrols 

senior citizen centers neighborhood associations 

 

In addition, many neighborhood organizations distribute newsletters or 

flyers announcing events or activities, and some neighborhoods publish 

neighbor hood newspapers. Some, for example the Village Voice from 

New York's Greenwich Village, have developed national reputations. 

Most, however, serve a local audience. In Minneapolis, for example, 

thirty-seven neighborhood newspapers were published in 1977, up from 

twenty-three only three years earlier (Boyte 1980); and in the 1980s, 

neighborhoods in New York City published forty-six weekly newspapers, 

with a combined circulation of over a million (Moss and Ludwig 1991). 

The largest single goal of these papers is to inform the neighborhood 

about itself and promote a sense of neighborhood identity and pride. Only 

of secondary concern are information about available social services and 

communication with outside interests. 

 These organizations no doubt facilitate social interaction within 

the neighborhood, but whether they have created an absolute increase in 

the level of social participation is open to question. In past decades, for 

example, many parents participated in local education through such 

activities as attendance at PTA meetings, and school newsletters served 

the function of today's neighborhood newspapers. Today, some observers 

feel that parental participation in the schools is lower than during past 

decades (e.g., Henderson 1988), due to a number of factors: the 

demographics of the aging process (fewer people have school-aged 

children); the logistics of two-income families (working parents have a 

hard time coming home from work at 5:30, cooking dinner, and finding 

the energy to attend a PTA meeting at 7:00); the breakdown of the family 

(participation is highest among families with both natural parents; Dorn 

bush and Ritter 1988); and the demise of the neighborhood school  in 

many cities (due to school busing). In many locations, an elected council 

of parents meets with educators in place of more general PTA 

participation. By the same token, the trends cited earlier have reduced the 

potential for social interaction in the neighborhood. In general, the 

proliferation of neighborhood groups and organizations has been useful in 

fighting the trend toward isolation that has occurred for many families, 
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but it is unlikely that they have increased political participation beyond 

levels achieved during the middle years of this century. 

 

Goals of neighborhood associations. At a higher level of aggregation, 

many neighborhoods have created neighborhood associations to promote 

the interests of the entire neighborhood. The viability of these associations 

ultimately rests on the assumption that the neighborhood is a 

homogeneous entity with a single interest. Or put differently, a 

neighborhood association is most likely to be successful in its mission if it 

represents a set of homogeneous neighbors. Downs (1981) describes the 

mission of a neighborhood association as follows: 

 

1. enable children and adults to develop  social and other skills 

through interaction with neighbors; 

2. pressure government and private agencies to improve services to 

the neighborhood and neighborhood residents; 

3. provide services to neighborhood residents 

4. create a local base for political support 

5. increase participations among local residents. 

 

To these goals can be added: 

6. increase neighborhood  pride  and identification; 

7. increase (or at least maintain) the value of real estate within the 

neighborhood. 

 

Obviously, many of these goals cannot be achieved if the neighborhood 

consists of heterogeneous groups. For example, one way in which real 

estate value is maintained is through the exclusion of (a) multifamily 

dwellings, and (b) houses that cost below the prevailing market value. But 

if a geographic neighborhood (but obviously not a social neighborhood) 

simultaneously consists of wealthy families living in expensive houses 

and poor families living in multiple-family units, a zoning decision that 

benefits one must necessarily hurt the other. So, too, a neighborhood that 

consists of both blacks and Hispanics may have difficulty creating a 

single base for political action. In any event, those seeking to create 

politically effective neighborhood associations must carefully attend to 

drawing geographic boundaries, with an eye to maximizing (where 

possible) homogeneity. 

 Once formed, how does a neighborhood association attempt to 

achieve its goals? First, many neighborhoods hold annual or semiannual 

picnics, during which they elect officers and hold their business meetings. 

In addition, the neighborhood may sponsor a Little League baseball team 
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or an adult softball team. Both facilitate interaction among neighbors. 

Second, neighborhood associations pressure both public and private 

agencies for better services. For example, black neighborhoods may 

pressure retail or manufacturing firms in the city to hire more minorities 

or banks to provide more residential loans. In addition, many 

neighborhood associations work with local government to identify 

neighborhood problems and develop budget priorities for addressing these 

problems. For example, advisory councils from eighty-six Birmingham, 

Alabama, neighborhoods worked with city hall to develop service and 

pro gram priorities (Coulter 1988); in Dayton, neighborhood priority 

boards ranked city problems for the purpose of fund allocation; and in 

Atlanta, the Division of Neighborhood Planning divided the city into 

neighborhood groups to set neighborhood priorities (Stone et al. 1979). 

Even where neighborhood participation has not been institutionalized into 

the city planning process, neighborhoods may become involved through 

less conventional protest activities. Poor neighborhoods, with the feeling 

of nothing left to lose, have been known to disrupt business at city hall 

until their concerns have been heard. 

 Third, neighborhood associations often sponsor or even provide 

services of their own. Perhaps the most common is Neighborhood Watch, 

a program sponsored by police departments in which neighbors (a) meet 

with a representative of the police department to learn how to deter crime 

and (b) commit themselves to actively watch for unusual occurrences that 

might signal a crime in their area. Some neighborhoods have also 

sponsored nonprofit day care programs for the children of working 

parents (sometimes subsidized with federal, state, or local funds). And 

some neighborhood associations, for example the Woodlawn 

Organization in the South Side of Chicago, have contracted with cities to 

provide such services as managing a public housing project and 

conducting vocational education programs (Boyte 1980). 

 Fourth, neighborhood associations have often become bases for 

local political mobilization. This occurs most notably for minorities living 

in underclass neighborhoods, with the neighborhood association 

becoming a catalyst for black or Hispanic participation in local politics. 

Consider, for example, Chicago's Woodlawn Organization, created by 

Saul Alinsky and Father John Egan in the 1950s. It was largely 

responsible for mobilizing blacks during the early years of the Civil 

Rights Movement, and it served as a model for other black neighborhoods 

across the country (Boyte 1980). This type of neighborhood activity, 

organized around protest, will be considered again later in the chapter. 

 Even in middle-class neighborhoods, neighborhood associations 

often serve a political mobilization function. A case in point is the 1966 
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conflict in New York's Greenwich Village over New York University's 

decision to construct a new six-story library on a site adjoining 

Washington Square Park (Yates 1977). This library, the university argued, 

was necessary for continued academic excellence. Further, university 

administrators pointed out with pride, it had contracted with a renowned 

architect to design a structure that would represent an important 

architectural contribution to the city. It would, they hinted, even provide 

the park with a symmetry and elegance of design comparable to the Place 

Vendome in Paris. But neighborhood residents were not convinced by the 

proposed architectural elegance. Instead, they were concerned about how 

the proposed building would impede the flow of sunlight to the park and 

the increase in pedestrian traffic that inevitably would follow. 

Neighborhood groups effectively mobilized and coordinated citizen 

participation. And although city hall finally overruled the neighborhood 

protest and allowed construction of the library, the neighborhood had 

become a potent political force in the dispute. 

 In fact, the neighborhood was able to use this newfound political 

clout to good effect only a few years later. By the late 1960s, New York 

City had selected an area at the edge of Greenwich Village for 

construction of middle income housing, and in 1971 it asked the urban-

renewal agency to apply for federal funds for the project. But the 

Villagers objected. Led by residents like Jane Jacobs, they spoke out at 

public meetings, visited city officials, and filed a lawsuit challenging the 

designation of the proposed site as blighted. Mayor Robert Wagner, in the 

midst of a tough reelection campaign, offered his support to Village 

residents on the eve of the primary election. After his reelection, the City 

Planning Commission dropped the "blight" designation, and the project 

died (Frieden and Sagalyn 1989). 

 Fifth, neighborhood associations often sponsor activities designed 

to promote neighborhood identification and pride. Many neighborhoods, 

for example, display luminaria (lighted candles) along their streets during 

Christmas season. Another favorite neighborhood activity is the annual 

cleanup, where residents volunteer to spend a Saturday picking up litter 

along the streets. In addition, most neighborhood associations put out a 

short newsletter to inform residents of neighborhood news (the date of the 

annual cleanup, recent births, available baby-sitters). 

 Sixth, many neighborhood associations, particularly in middle- 

and upper-class neighborhoods, view their primary purpose as the 

protection of property values. [The theory of lifestyle and territory.] In 

some areas, in fact, this emphasis is reflected in the name the association 

has taken, for example the Prairie Meadows Homeowners' Association or 

the East  Lawrence Improvement Association. One way in which property 
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values are protected is through zoning laws prohibiting multi-family 

dwellings, prohibiting non-stationary residences (i.e., trailers), or 

requiring minimum floor space in a house. Whenever a developer even 

suggests constructing duplexes (or even worse, apartments) in a 

neighborhood of single-family dwellings, neighborhood association 

representatives are in the front row at the next city council meeting 

arguing against any change in zoning. Or if the city proposes a subsidized 

low-income housing unit for a neighborhood, the association is sure to 

protest. In general, the neighborhood association looks out for the 

interests of its members; and for most members, their houses represent 

their largest single investment and therefore their primary interest. 

 One of the incursions that middle-and upper-class neighborhoods 

have most effectively fought is the development of highways within or 

near their boundaries. In 1970, Daniel Patrick Moynihan stated, "It is just 

about impossible to get a major highway program approved in most 

American cities" (p. 94). His conclusion came in the wake of successful 

neighborhood efforts to stop freeway construction (often in mid-project) 

in Philadelphia, Phoenix, Miami, Memphis, New Orleans, Chicago, San  

Francisco, and Seattle, and highway construction in Baltimore, Boston, 

Kansas City, Los Angeles, and St. Louis. The San Francisco case is 

instructive. Middle-class residents there protested proposed extensions of 

the Embarcadaro Freeway in 1959, largely because these would have 

obstructed their view of the historic Ferry Terminal. In response to these 

protests, the Board of Supervisors vetoed the extensions, turning down 

$60 million in federal highway funds in the process (Frieden and Sagalyn 

1989). However, other neighborhoods have not been so successful at 

protecting their neighborhoods and property values from the disruptive 

effects of highway construction. Between 1957 and 1968, more than three 

hundred thousand urban housing units were destroyed as a direct result of 

the federal highway program, displacing 32,400 families each year. In 

large part, highways were built through low-income and black 

neighborhoods where property values were modest and neighborhoods 

were unorganized or lacked political clout; notable examples include 

Miami, Nashville, Richmond, St. Paul, St. Petersburg, Wilmington, 

Chicago, Boston, and New York (Frieden and Sagalyn  1989, Mohl  

1993b). 

 

The effectiveness of neighborhood associations: An assessment. Do 

neighborhood associations really increase political participation? 

Certainly, in the case of minority mobilization they have. Mayoral 

victories for such minority candidates as Tom Bradley in Los Angeles 

(1973) and Harold Washington in Chicago (1983) would not have been 
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possible without substantial grass-roots mobilization in black 

neighborhoods. But on other levels, the answer is less clear. Annual 

membership dues for neighborhood associations are modest, typically a 

dollar, and seldom more than five dollars. This pays for duplicating the 

newsletter, providing supplies for luminaria, and preparing supporting 

materials for city council meetings. It also guarantees almost full 

membership. After all, who can't afford a buck a year? But while large 

membership lists are impressive to the city council as well as to those 

who study political participation, they may be misleading. In the final 

analysis, most neighborhood associations are staff organizations. They 

have a president, and when volunteers can be found, a vice-president, a 

secretary, and a treasurer. But in most cases, they have very few active 

members (often only these four officers). In one neighborhood association 

the authors studied, the president had held that position for four years. She 

was not power hungry; she just could not find anyone else willing to fill 

the position. She was faced with the situation of either continuing as its 

leader or dissolving the association. When she called meetings, she was 

able to hold them in her living room (and a small living room at that). 

People simply were not interested in participating, unless their self-

interest was affected directly.12 This type of limited participation may be 

more common than not. And those who argue, based on such evidence as 

the proliferation of neighborhood groups and associations, that political 

participation in American cities is increasing, are missing an important 

distinction between membership in organizations and active participation 

in the political arena. 

 

 Ad Hoc Groups 
 

In the best tradition of American politics, a variety of groups spring up in 

urban areas to address many different kinds of social problems. An 

example is Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD), a national group 

founded by a mother whose child was killed by a drunk driver. Since its 

inception, local affiliates have formed in many cities throughout the 

country. Groups have also formed in many cities to protest a variety of 

other problems, including litter, racial or gender discrimination, poor 

traffic control, lack of low-cost housing, and so forth. 

 Some of the most active ad hoc groups to form in cities are those 

dedicated to historical preservation. In almost every city, people have 

come together in defense of a treasured landmark—perhaps an old school 

they all attended, a historic house, or an old train station. Often these 

groups have been unsuccessful, either because they are too small or 

because the forces they are up against are too powerful; the pages of 
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architectural journals are full of laments about America's lost heritage that 

these groups were unable to save. But sometimes they have been 

successful, and since 1966, when Congress passed the National Historic 

Preservation Act, their success rate has increased. The number of 

properties and districts on the National Register of Historic Places 

increased from twelve hundred in 1968 to thirty-seven thousand in 1985 

(Frieden and Sagalyn 1989). 

 Seattle is a city where historical preservation efforts have been 

particularly successful. Its Pike Place Market was historically a place 

where farmers sold their produce, but the number of farmers renting space 

declined around World War II, from more than five hundred in 1939 to 

about fifty in 1949, and by the 1950s, the market itself had become 

structurally unsound and in danger of collapse. Spurred by downtown 

business leaders, the city of Seattle planned to level it and replace it with 

offices, apartment houses, and hotels. As the city government was 

developing a plan for federal approval, supporters of the market collected 

fifty thousand signatures for a "Save the Market" initiative. It was placed 

on the ballot in 1971 and received 60 percent support. As a result of the 

election, a seven-acre historical district was established (Frieden and 

Sagalyn 1989). 

 William H. Whyte (1988) argues that the public referendum on the 

Pike Place Market was a referendum on more than the preservation of an 

old food market. In supporting it, the public was declaring what kind of 

city it wanted Seattle to be. Actions by ad hoc groups in other cities have 

been no less noble in intent. 

 While these ad hoc groups may be fairly common in American 

cities, they do not represent large-scale participation. Much more 

important is the number of such groups that have emerged over the past 

decade, rather than the absolute level of participation they generate. 

 

Participation Through Protest 
 

A number of studies point to the importance of economic position in the 

community as a basis for effective group participation. Thomas Dye 1969, 

notes that 

 

civic associations are the predominant style of organized interest 

group activity at the local level, that businessmen, reform groups, 

taxpayer associations, merchants, service clubs, developers all 

organize themselves  into civic associations for action at the local 

level. 
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In a complementary finding, Betty Zisk (1973) reports the results of a 

survey of San Francisco Bay area city council members asking them to 

identify the most influential pressure groups. The results came out much 

as Dye indicates they might: 

 

1. Economic groups, including the chamber of commerce, taxpayer 

groups, and neighborhood groups, were identified as influential by 43 

percent of the respondents. 

2. Civic groups, including Parent-Teacher Associations, the League 

of Women Voters, churches, and service clubs, were identified as 

influential by 31 percent of the respondents. 

3. Special interest groups, including conservation associations, 

builders, and senior citizens groups, were identified as influential by 23 

percent of the respondents. 

4. Semi-official bodies, including the planning commission and 

other advisory boards, were identified as influential by only 2 percent of 

the respondents. 

 

Others have concluded that power in such communities as Atlanta 

(Hunter 1953) and San Jose (Trounstine and Christensen 1982) resides in 

the hands of local business owners. 

 Taken together, these findings suggest that homeowners (through 

their neighborhood associations) and business owners (both through their 

chamber of commerce and ad hoc initiatives) are likely to benefit from 

their civic and community participation. By the same token, such 

traditionally middle-class organizations as service clubs and the League of 

Women Voters may also see their participatory efforts come to fruition as 

policy outcomes. But missing from the ranks of the influential are the 

poor and their advocates. For example, urban housing authorities, which 

oversee public housing and represent underclass interests, fall into the set 

of "semi-official bodies" that Zisk reports are largely powerless. The same 

can be said for most social service agencies, traditional spokespersons for 

the underclass (Bolland and Selby 1988). This leaves the poor with but 

two participatory options: electoral mobilization and protest. 

 

 Electoral Mobilization 
 

Attempts to mobilize the low-income electorate are seldom successful for 

two reasons. First, the poor are not themselves homogeneous, and as a 

result they often experience severe cleavages in both strategy and tactics. 

In contrast to the upper class, which is racially (and, to some extent, 
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ethnically) homogeneous, the poor comprise a number of racially, 

ethnically, and demographically distinct subgroups. Most cities for 

example, have a low-income black community, a low-income Hispanic 

community, and a low-income white community, each of which is 

mobilized by different kinds of issues; for instance, black voters tend to 

be mobilized by protest issues more than are white voters (Schuman et al. 

1988). Further, each of these communities can be divided into elderly and 

nonelderly populations, which are poor for quite different reasons and 

vote according to different issues as well. The elderly, for example, may 

have belonged to the middle class at one time, but due to meager 

retirement benefits, they now find themselves in difficult economic straits. 

In contrast, younger people find themselves in difficult economic straits 

because of lack of jobs, poor education, racial barriers to advancement, 

and (often) mismanagement of their finances. The low-income white 

community can be further subdivided along ethnic lines, with different 

ethnic groups having different traditions and approaches to solving 

problems. In short, then, there is no single low-income community and no 

single low-income voting block within most cities. 

 These divisions make it very difficult for a candidate to mobilize 

the poor for an electoral victory. For example, Harold Washington won 

the mayoral election in Chicago in 1983 only because his Hispanic 

support increased from 13 percent in the primary to 75 percent in the 

general election (Muñoz and Henry 1986; also see Preston 1987). But 

such a "rainbow coalition" is more the exception than the rule, and it is 

difficult to maintain once established. Following Washington's death in 

1987, no single African American was able to establish him- or herself as 

leader of the coalition, and in the 1989 mayoral election, Eugene Sawyer 

and Tim Evans split the black vote, virtually guaranteeing the election of 

Richard M. Daley (Pinderhughes 1994). 

 In New York City, as another example, an attempt to select a 

consensus minority challenger to Mayor Edward Koch in the 1985 

mayoral election failed because when no strong black candidate agreed to 

run, blacks in Harlem refused to support the candidacy of Hispanic leader 

Herman Badillo (Mollenkopf 1986). Over the next four years, however, 

several racial incidents in the city convinced many New Yorkers that race 

relations were on a downward curve, and they helped solidify the black 

and Hispanic communities in New York (as did the 1988 presidential 

campaign of Jesse Jackson); in 1989, David Dinkins was able to outpoll 

Mayor Koch in the Democratic primary and defeat Republican candidate 

Rudolph Giuliani in the general election, receiving 51 percent of the vote 

(Mollenkopf 1991). During Dinkins' term as mayor, the city continued to 

experience racial violence (e.g., riots between blacks and Hasidic Jews in 
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the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn), for which Dinkins came under 

considerable criticism. Although he was nominated handily in the 1993 

Democratic primary, the coalition that had elected him had begun to 

decay; in the general election, Dinkins received only 62 percent of the 

Hispanic vote and 23 percent of the white vote (both less than he received 

in 1989), and Rudolph Giuliani received 51 percent of the total vote en 

route to his election. 

 Second, even if a rainbow coalition can be mobilized, it is not 

clear that election translates directly into policy outcomes. Many minority 

mayoral candidates find it expedient, either during their campaign or after 

their election, to invite business leaders into their coalition. This makes 

practical sense, for business leaders have the resources both to allow the 

candidate to wage a successful campaign and to run the government 

effectively. But including business leaders in the governing coalition 

dilutes the social agenda the candidate may have emphasized during the 

campaign. Thus, although the election of black mayors in the largest U.S. 

cities brought initial enthusiasm and expectation, the enthusiasm has 

waned considerably over time as urban residents have come to understand 

that electoral office is not sufficient to ameliorate the negative conditions 

of minority life in urban America. 

 

Tom Bradley in Los Angeles. In Los Angeles, Tom Bradley courted the 

business community to fulfill his political agenda (Sonenshein 1986, 

Jackson and Preston 1994). This strategy is likely to pay impressive 

dividends in times of economic prosperity. For example, after his election 

in 1973, Mayor Bradley was able to use a mix of federal and private 

dollars to substantially redevelop the downtown area. At the same time, 

he was able to obtain federal money to begin a wide variety of new social 

service programs, most located in poor and minority communities. But 

while it is easy to put together a coalition of business owners and low-

income residents in times of prosperity, it is considerably more difficult to 

do so in times of economic retrenchment. 

 

Wilson Goode in Philadelphia. Wilson Goode made a considerable effort 

to be responsible to both sets of interests following his electoral victory in 

Philadelphia in 1983 (see Adams 1994 for a discussion of Goode's 

election and term in office). He was elected with overwhelming support 

from black voters, coupled with support from white liberals and some of 

the city's labor unions. During his first hundred days in office, he 

reaffirmed his commitment to a classic liberal agenda: His early 

initiatives included summer jobs for youth, housing and mental health 

programs for the homeless, and an adult literacy program (Munoz and 
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Henry 1986). But he went about his administration in a manner that most 

business people could relate to and appreciate. He appointed biracial 

boards to recommend people for his administration, for example, and 

almost invariably followed their suggestions. But before long, the bloom 

was off the rose. In a law-and-order gesture, Goode ordered police to 

assault the local headquarters of MOVE, a radical black protest group. As 

a result, an entire residential block in a poor, minority neighborhood 

burned to the ground, and eleven people (including five children) were 

killed (WagnerPacifici 1994). While this action may have displayed a 

symbolic insensitivity to the concerns of the poor, a more practical 

display occurred in the 1985 city council election. During the Democratic 

prin1ary, Goode supported Angel Ortiz, an Hispanic, who finished 

seventh in a field of fifty-seven candidates seeking five seats. When one 

of the five Democratic nominees died during the general election 

campaign, Goode declined to fill the opening with Ortiz, choosing instead 

Francis Rafferty, a defeated incumbent (Muñoz and Henry 1986). And in 

1986, Goode alienated organized labor in Philadelphia (which had 

supported him during his election) by breaking a strike by the city's 

sanitation workers. He also threatened to privatize garbage collection. 

 

Kurt Schmoke in Baltimore. As he was running in 1987 to become 

Baltimore's first black mayor, Kurt Schmoke campaigned  on issues such 

as lack of affordable housing, high unemployment among blacks, infant 

mortality, teacher pay, class size, and services for the elderly (Jet, Jan. 4, 

1988). But once elected, Schmoke was forced to respond to a shrinking 

tax base and a declining middle class. In 1988, he ordered a general hiring 

freeze, exempting only teaching positions, critical public safety jobs, and 

judicial positions. As a result, the city abolished 1,442 municipal 

positions between 1989 and 1991. Along with downsizing, Schmoke has 

embraced privatization. For instance, a private firm has taken over 

management of the Baltimore arena, and a private company began 

running nine schools in 1992 (Imbroscio et al. 1995). 

 

Coleman Young in Detroit. Like most other mayoral candidates, Coleman 

Young campaigned largely on social issues, but following his election in 

1974, he inherited a deficit of $16.5 million and a growing exodus of 

middle-class whites to the suburbs. In 1975, he instituted a hiring freeze 

and laid off municipal workers, resulting in major cuts in services. Facing 

these stark realities, Young enlisted the support of the business 

community, which helped him obtain state resources for the city. He also 

worked with business leaders to seek and obtain voter support for an 
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income tax increase. Young later used city funds to finance land 

acquisition for a new General Motors plant inside Detroit. Young's long 

tenure as mayor will be largely remembered for one accomplishment: He 

kept the auto industry in Detroit (Persons 1992). 

 

Electoral mobilization and political incorporation. The previous chapter 

briefly discussed the concept of political incorporation, introduced by 

Rufus Browning, Dale Rogers Marshall, and David Tabb (1984). They 

argue that incorporation—which they suggest is both a necessary and 

sufficient condition for political equality—exists within a city when: 

 

1. minorities obtain seats on the city council; 

2. a minority candidate is elected to the office of mayor; and 

3. minority officeholders become part of the city's dominant 

coalition. 

 

On the evidence presented here and in the previous chapter, we should 

conclude that the first two components of political incorporation have 

been achieved in many cities. But the third is problematic, largely 

precluded by an intriguing paradox. As noted above, the dominant 

coalition within most American cities resides in the business community, 

stressing growth policies and economic development. This contrasts 

sharply with the needs of the poor (particularly those residing in 

underclass neighborhoods) within the community and the priorities of 

those representing the poor: social equality and social services (Browning 

et al. 1984, Bolland and Selby 1988). Minorities elected to municipal 

office are almost always faced with a dilemma. As elected officials, they 

require the support of the business community (and its resources) to 

govern effectively, and they are typically offered the opportunity to 

participate in its dominant coalition. But their participation carries with it 

a cost: minority officeholders participate only by accepting the pro-

growth agenda of the business community in place of that espoused by 

their natural constituents. Thus, virtually all black mayors in major cities 

have been accused of turning their backs on the needs of the poor in favor 

of the needs of local businesses. But if black elected officials turn down 

the invitation to participate in the dominant coalition, they run the 

substantial risk of an ineffectual administration at the hands of business 

opposition. 

 Just as important, the inability of black mayors to effectively 

implement the social agenda they promoted during their campaigns 

speaks to the intractability of many social problems. As candidates, they 

conducted campaigns of protest against intolerable social conditions. But 
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with their election came a shift from protest to governance, and with it the 

realization that local government can play only a very limited role in 

social reform. The election of black mayors brought increases in the 

appointment of blacks to administrative positions in the municipal 

bureaucracy, some increases in social spending, and adoption of policies 

favoring minority vendors for municipal contracts. But, as Georgia 

Persons (1991, 96) concludes, "The construction of a new social and 

economic order is quite simply beyond the reach of local governments. 

Issues such as homelessness, teenage pregnancy, and chronic problems of 

low-income housing are poignant testimony to the general impotence of 

local government in the social sphere." 

 

 Violent Protest 
 

In the absence of either electoral mobilization or group activity as an 

avenue to effective participation, many of the urban poor, particularly 

blacks, have taken a more violent route. When we think of urban political 

violence, we tend to think of the race riots of the 1960s, beginning in 

Watts on an August day in 1965. 

 

On August 11, 1965, a Los Angeles police officer named Lee 

Minikus, acting on a tip from a truck driver, pursued and stopped 

a young man named Marquette Frye for speeding, driving without 

a license, and driving while intoxicated. By the time Minikus and 

his partner had arrested Marquette Frye an angry crowd had 

gathered, and before the night was over, the Watts district of Los 

Angeles was engulfed in a series of street riots. (Ross and 

Stedman 1985, 96) 

 

In 1966, similar riots erupted in Cleveland and Chicago, and by the end of 

the decade, urban racial rioting had spread across the entire country, 

affecting over one hundred fifty cities, including Newark, Milwaukee, 

Detroit, Houston, Cincinnati, Phoenix, Atlanta, New Haven, Tampa, and 

Grand Rapids. During these riots, at least two hundred twenty people 

were killed, more than eight thousand were injured, and over fifty 

thousand were arrested (Downes 1970). 

 

 Yet, the 1960s were neither the beginning nor the end of violent 

protest in the city. Between 1917 and 1963, seventy-six major racial 

disorders occurred in urban America, beginning with riots in East St. 

Louis in 1917 and Chicago in 1919 (Fogelson 1971). During the 1980s, 

urban racial violence returned, with three different riots in Miami (in 
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1980, 1982, and 1989) and one in Baton Rouge (in 1988). And in the 

1990s it returned again, this time in Los Angeles (1992) and in St. 

Petersburg (1996). The 1992 riot in Los Angeles (and, to a lesser degree, 

in other cities) occurred in the wake of acquittals for police officers 

accused of beating Rodney King. It was more destructive than any 

experienced previously, with over 16,000 people arrested, 2,383 injured, 

and 52 dead, and property damage approaching a billion dollars (Oliver et 

al. 1993). The 1996 St. Petersburg riot was also tied to police actions, this 

time the shooting of black motorist Tyron Lewis. Eleven people, 

including a police officer, were shot, and twenty-eight buildings in a 

twenty five block area were burned. These recurrences suggest that this 

is a problem we may not yet have put behind us. 

 

Violence as participation? But does violence constitute real political 

participation, or is it the action of hoodlums and hooligans who shoot, 

loot, and burn for strictly nonpolitical motives? Banfield (1974), taking a 

quizzical perspective in a book chapter entitled "Rioting Mainly for Fun 

and Profit," views the riots as unrelated to race, attributing them instead 

largely to an underclass need for stimulation and excitement. Others also 

have taken a cynical view, attributing the riots to a relatively small (1-2 

percent) “riff-raff” of unemployed, unattached youths, people with 

criminal records, and migrant rural Southerners who were disenchanted 

with life in the big city (see Fogelson and Hill, 1968, for a discussion of 

these theories).13
 Yet, neither explanation holds up to close scrutiny. First, 

the most common triggering event in the riots concerned the police, a 

symbol of oppression in most ghettos. For example, in Watts a black man 

was arrested; in Harlem in 1964, an off-duty white police officer shot and 

killed a fifteen-year-old black youth; in Miami in 1980, an all-white jury 

acquitted four white police officers accused of killing a black man; in Los 

Angeles in 1992, a jury acquitted white police officers of beating a black 

motorist despite graphic evidence of the beating provided by a bystander 

who videotaped the entire incident; and in St. Petersburg in 1996, a black 

motorist was shot and killed by a white police officer. In each case, the 

event demonstrated the impotence (both real and perceived) of the black 

community in using legitimate political channels and triggered a violent 

political response. 

 Second, most of the participating rioters were politically aware of 

this impotence and resented it. When blacks were later asked to attribute 

cause to the riots, they almost universally identified societal causes, such 

as unemployment and racial discrimination. This is not to suggest that all 

rioters were politically motivated, however. No doubt, some were 

participating mainly for fun and profit. Yet, this seems to be a less 
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important and less credible explanation for the bulk of participation than 

one that focuses on political motives. 

 Third, who actually did participate in the riots? Was it riff-raff or 

was it a broad cross-section of the ghetto population? Here, again, the 

cynics seem to be contradicted by the evidence. According to a study by 

Fogelson and Hill (1968), commissioned by the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders (Kerner Commission), the typical rioter 

 

1. was slightly better educated than other ghetto dwellers; 

2. was likely to have been born in the area where the riot 

occurred; 

3. was employed, although at a job requiring little education; 

4. had an income approximately equal to that of other ghetto 

dwellers; and 

5. was no more likely than anyone else in the area to possess 

a police record. 

 

Further, the Kerner  Commission found that in Watts, 15 percent of ghetto 

residents were active participants in the riot and that between 34 percent 

and 50 percent of the residents were sympathetic. Similar figures emerged  

for other cities. 

 These findings raise a second important issue: Violence vents 

frustration, but does it result in long-term, positive outcomes? Few cities 

responded positively to the riots. Instead, cities that had experienced riots 

significantly increased police expenditures (Welch 1975). And a number 

of cities showed a tremendous white backlash; for example, in 1971 

former police chief Frank Rizzo ran successfully for mayor in 

Philadelphia on a blatantly anti-black, lawand-order platform. With so 

much to lose and so little evidence of tangible gain, violent protest has 

understandably ebbed. In contrast to 1968, when nearly 20 percent of 

blacks believed that they should be ready to use violence to gain rights 

(Campbell and Schuman 1968), today relatively few believe that violence 

is an effective strategy. When it does occur, it appears to be spontaneous 

rather than part of an overarching political strategy. 

 

 Nonviolent Protest 
 

Although violent protest makes newspaper headlines, nonviolent protest 

is much more common. In a study of 120 protest incidents in forty-three 

cities, Peter Eisinger (1973) found all but 6 percent to be peaceful. This is 

not to say, however, that nonviolent protest is not disruptive. In fact, 

Eisinger (p. 14) defines protest as "a device by which groups of people 
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manipulate fear of disorder and violence while at the same time they 

protect themselves from paying the potentially extreme costs of 

acknowledging such a strategy." An example of such disruptive protest, 

but one that stands in sharp contrast to the riots of the past thirty years, 

occurred in the wake of the 1986 death of Michael Griffith, a black man 

whose car broke down in Howard Beach, a predominantly white area of 

Queens. As Griffith and two passengers were going for help, a group of 

twenty white youths attacked them, killing Griffith and injuring the two 

others. Following the trial, in which the youths were convicted of 

manslaughter, lawyers for the survivors of the attack, along with 

Reverends Al Sharpton and Herbert Daughtry, headed a "Day of Rage," in 

which protestors blocked bridges and subway links between Brooklyn and 

Manhattan and disrupted rush-hour traffic for hundreds of thousands of 

people. In a similar incident in 1989, Yusuf Hawkins and two other blacks 

were in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn to look at a used car they 

were thinking of buying; they, too, were attacked by white youths, and 

Hawkins was killed, setting off another round of peaceful but disruptive 

protest (Fainstein and Fainstein 1991, Pinderhughes 1993). 

 The very fact that a protest group has violence as an option but 

chooses to restrain itself potentially provides its members with leverage in 

dealing with municipal government. (Imagine the disruption that would 

have resulted had the New York City protests erupted into full-scale racial 

violence.) As we noted before, the public is not tolerant of violence as a 

political tool, and survey findings show that citizens believe more rather 

than less force should be used to squash violent protest (Converse et al. 

1969). 

 This public pressure may cause governments to be unresponsive to 

protestors' demands. On the other hand, when protestors are more 

cautious in their strategies, they may avoid triggering  widespread public 

reaction, and governments may be better able to fashion a positive 

response to protest demands (Schumaker 1978). 

 The restrained potential for violence has been the hallmark of the 

Civil Rights Movement in the United States, particularly under the 

leadership of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. Again, it should be 

stressed, that movement was designed to be disruptive but nonviolent, for 

instance by conducting sit-ins and openly challenging statutes. And 

always underlying the movement was the idea of confrontation. 

Contention and disputation can be a useful way of forcing problems on 

the attention of those in positions to solve them. For it is nonviolent, 

direct action, said King (1964), that can create a crisis and foster so great 

a tension "that a community which has constantly refused to negotiate is 

forced to confront the issue." 
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Mobilizing the urban poor. A similar strategy, developed largely by Saul 

Alinsky, has been employed by those attempting to mobilize the urban 

poor. According to Alinsky, the ghetto is a political structure, created and 

maintained by existing power arrangements between the haves and the 

have-nots in American society. It can be changed, he argued, only by 

mobilizing an effective counterforce to these arrangements. And since the 

ghetto poor do not have access to the traditional resources of power 

(wealth and interest group representation), they must rely on the resources 

they do possess—the ability to disrupt society through their protest. 

Alinsky's principles, set forth in his book Reveille for Radicals (1946), are 

worth noting briefly. First, advised Alinsky, people must be organized for 

power. They must be motivated by perceived self-interest around concrete 

issues; given this motivation, they can work together as a body, wielding 

more power than any individual might possess. Second, the organization 

must be built around indigenous leadership. In the Woodlawn 

neighborhood, for example, Alinsky worked toward organizing himself 

out of a leadership position by training local people to take over his 

functions. He worked toward developing and strengthening local 

networks of churches, clubs, small businesses, unions, and other 

institutions that could develop and act on self-interest. Third, Alinsky 

believed in organizing to win. He was the ultimate pragmatist, believing 

that for society's have-nots, the end justified any means that might be 

employed (Alinsky 1971). 

 Alinsky and his colleagues developed a number of tactics for 

advancing the cause of the poor, most of them disruptive and 

confrontational. For instance, 

 

He once proposed feeding a hundred kids a baked bean dinner 

before sending them off to a Rochester Symphony concert. 

Another time he threatened to use demonstrators in a literal sit-in 

to tie up the toilets at O'Hare Airport in Chicago. (Stone et al. 

1979, 107-8) 

 

Alinsky and his colleagues also organized a variety of rent strikes and 

secondary boycotts. But while these activities make good theater and 

produced some initial success, they had very little lasting impact. One 

reason has already been discussed. The urban poor are not a unified 

group, but rather a collection of very different people with different racial 

and ethnic allegiances and different problems and concerns. In most 

cities, once the initial enthusiasm of this loose coalition began to fade, the 

natural divisiveness of the groups in the coalition began to assert itself, 
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and agreement on an agenda became increasingly difficult to obtain. In 

addition, the easy problems (like getting local merchants to hire 

minorities) were targeted early and solved, but much more resilient 

problems remained. Further, grassroots organizations, like the Woodlawn 

Organization in Chicago, became vested in the system after achieving 

initial success. As Alinsky implies, those with nothing have nothing to 

lose by trying to gain a foothold in the political system, and they risk 

nothing by using radical tactics. But once a foothold has been gained, the 

tactics must change for fear of losing the foothold. Thus, many once-

radical organizations have begun to work within the system, and their 

threat of violence is greatly diminished. In fact, in the 1990s reference to 

Alinsky-style politics is more like a historical footnote than a description 

of current realities. Confrontational politics is out-of-date, replaced in 

many working-class neighborhoods by partnerships and coalitions with 

municipal government rather than against it. 

 Finally, the poor neighborhoods where Alinsky was most 

successful—those where poverty was rampant but where community 

institutions (e.g., churches, clubs, small businesses) were functional—

have undergone substantial change. For example, Chicago's Woodlawn 

neighborhood claimed eight hundred commercial and industrial 

establishments in 1950. Today, only about one hundred remain, and those 

are primarily tiny catering places, barbershops, and thrift stores with only 

one or two employees. The population in Woodlawn has also declined 

substantially, from over 80,000 in 1960 to 24,473 in 1990 (Wilson 1996), 

and the major institution in many poor neighborhoods of the 1990s is the 

drug trade (Lott 1992, Staley 1992), which largely squelches any efforts 

to organize for political purposes. [The theory of poverty and the under 

class.] 

 

Political Participation in American Cities: 

An Assessment 
 

Many scholars believe participation in America to be increasing. The 

previous discussion brings us to a somewhat different conclusion, 

however: Participation in urban politics is actually declining. This decline 

creates the opportunity for urban government and politics by 

administration (both governmental and ad hoc), but not for government 

according to the democratic precept of wide and effective political 

participation. [The theory of  grass-roots democracy.] 

 We should, however, temper this conclusion by acknowledging 

the greater opportunity for participation, particularly in the urban arena, 
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particularly over the past decade. Even as late as the mid 1970s, many 

cities still held their council meetings at 2:00 P.M. on a weekday, making 

it almost impossible for most citizens (other than business owners and 

professionals) to attend. Now things have changed, and meetings are held 

in the evenings, maximizing the opportunity for attendance. In many 

communities, city council meetings are also televised. In addition, the 

number of political groups active at the com munity level has proliferated 

during the past decade, with groups becoming more narrowly focused in 

their goals. We have seen this with the increase in neighborhood groups, 

support groups, ethnic and racial groups, and business groups. And with 

the proliferation of groups comes the opportunity for participation. 

 But, as noted previously, the opportunity for participation in no 

way guarantees participation. Granted, more people attend city council 

meetings; but still, the number of people who show up for any given 

meeting is limited, perhaps no greater than fifty or one hundred in most 

cities. So, too, the opportunities for participation in neighborhood politics 

has increased, but typically only a handful of people actually get involved. 

In contrast, the more general trends in American society create a 

countervailing force that is actually driving participation down in most 

cities. 

 

 Toward an Explanation of the Ungovernable City 
 

A long but straightforward chain of logic leads us to the conclusion that 

decreased participation is contributing to the ungovernable city. It begins 

with the basic tenet of politics, forwarded by Madison two centuries ago 

in Federalist 10: Increased political participation serves to protect the 

rights of the minority.14  For Madison, as well as other observers of the 

American political system, participation by a large number of people 

leads to self-interested competition, and through competition to 

compromise, wherein diverse  attitudes and values are reduced to a 

common denominator. Thus, a person deciding alone can act quickly and 

decisively, having to consider only those consequences of the action that 

will affect him or her; two people acting together can act half as quickly 

and half as decisively; they must consider more consequences than a 

single individual; and a collective can only inch along, considering every 

possible angle of a decision and thus making few decisions that vary from 

the status quo. (This is one basis for what has been termed incremental 

decision making.) A group that cannot act decisively, that considers all 

possible consequences of a decision, and that tends to reaffirm the status 

quo is unlikely to engage a new policy that may intentionally or 

unintentionally abridge the rights of a segment of society. 
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 But how does this affect the governability of a city? In fact, 

increased participation would seem to make a city more ungovernable by 

limiting its ability to act decisively. This is the argument made by 

Theodore Lowi (1969a) for national politics and by Yates (1977) for 

politics at the local level. But both authors note that it is not the individual 

participants in national or urban politics that make it ungovernable; rather, 

it is the proliferation of groups and group demands that causes 

government to react rather than lead. Yates went so far as to liken the 

urban political arena to a penny arcade where municipal officials are 

forced to play a political game similar to that found in a shooting gallery. 

Targets, in the form of group demands, constantly pop up unexpectedly 

and disappear from sight almost as unexpectedly as new demands emerge. 

But where do these group demands originate? Ultimately, with the group's 

active membership. And this takes us to the third link in the chain of 

reasoning. 

 A political group with a large, active membership is as indecisive 

as a political body in developing and articulating its demands, and once 

developed, the demands are likely to be relatively weak. In contrast, a 

group with few active members can act much more decisively, 

articulating much stronger demands. This is the difference between many 

local chambers of commerce and ad hoc economic development groups. 

As was pointed out in the discussion of San Jose, the larger, more diverse 

group must develop policy demands that satisfy all of its members, 

whereas the smaller group has fewer diverse members to satisfy. In Yates' 

terminology, the targets created by groups with large, active memberships 

will pop up more slowly and more predictably than will targets created by 

groups with a small active membership. But in the cur rent era of 

proliferating groups and declining participation, city decision makers face 

the worst of both worlds: more targets that pop up faster and less 

predictably than ever. Thus, the number of targets is not the major 

problem; rather, the problem lies in the speed and decisiveness with 

which those tar gets emerge. This speed and decisiveness contribute 

greatly to reaction rather than pro-action, and it leads, in large part, to 

what has been termed an ungovernable city. 

 One last link completes the logical chain. As a larger number of 

groups articulate their demands with increasing speed and decisiveness, 

they must necessarily compete with one another for governmental 

attention and resources. This competition leads to the potential for 

intergroup conflict that, if left unchecked, can threaten the social life of 

the city. Again, we can lay the cause for escalating conflict, when it does 

occur, directly at the feet of declining participation. A logical extension of 

Madison's argument holds that as political participation increases, people 
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find themselves on both sides of crosscutting cleavages. Edward Banfield 

and James Q. Wilson (1963, 46) summarize the logic of cross cutting 

cleavages as follows: 

 

If cleavages run across each other ..., they  may serve to moderate 

conflict and to prevent "irreconcilable differences," because those 

who are enemies with respect to cleavage a are close allies with 

respect to cleavage b and indifferent (and therefore in a position to 

moderate) with respect to cleavage c. 

 

Members of two neighborhood associations may thus find themselves 

embattled with respect to the allocation of funds for sidewalk repair, but 

they may find themselves allied on historical preservation. Limited 

participation may mask this potential alliance, which may be discovered 

by residents in the two neighborhoods only with their regular attendance 

at historical preservation meetings. And while it is perhaps easy to hate a 

"composite person" who lives ten blocks away and whom you never see, 

it is difficult to hate that person when you meet him or her in the flesh and 

actually work with him or her on a project of interest to you both. Thus, 

cross cutting cleavages repress the escalation of conflict (Coleman 1957). 

But cross cutting cleavages can occur only in a participatory society. If, as 

suggested, urban society is becoming less participatory, then it is also 

becoming potentially more conflictual and hence less governable. 

 Perhaps the ultimate but heretofore unstated question posed by 

this discussion concerns the distribution of power in American cities. 

After all, people are drawn to political participation when they expect to 

achieve desired outcomes. How does participation affect power, and how 

does power affect participation? These are questions we consider in the 

next chapter 

 

 

 

                                                           
1  These results have been replicated, with similar conclusions, by Verba et  al (1995). 

 

2  The language of American politics often stumbles over words denoting social 
and economic class. Such words invariably carry emotional baggage. Middle class 

and upper class are acceptable terms, and descriptive symmetry might suggest the 

use of a threefold class division-with lower class as the bottom tier. But there is 
no escaping what Charles Stevenson (1963, 32) calls "persuasive definition." 

Lower class is easily associated with the idea of low class, and worse, it is regarded 

by many as a term with racist connotations and an ethnic slur. Thus, we use the 
term underclass and poorer class. The underclass are usually identified as the 

poorest of the poor, living in the midst of concentrated poverty (e.g., public housing 
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neighborhoods) or with a tenuous attachment to American civic institutions (e.g., the 

homeless). While a behavioral component is often used in definitions of the 
underclass (e.g., violence, use of drugs), we  will  not  do  so  here; suffice  it  to  

say  that  people living in poverty, particularly  concentrated  poverty,  are  more  

susceptible  to  such destructive behavior s. [The theory of poverty  and the under class.] 
 

3  ACIR is an acronym for the Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental 

Relations, created by Congress in 1959 to monitor the operation of the American 
federal system and to recommend improvements. 

 
4 By way of comparison, Magleby finds that Time and Newsweek are readable at 

approximately the twelfth-grade level, and Reader's Digest at the tenth-grade level. 

 
5  For these and similar reasons, many critics of our society view the election 

process as a significant instance of American class bias, and in the words of 

Sennett and Cobb (1972), another example of the "hidden injuries of class" in 
America. 

 

6 By the mid-1980s, San Francisco had twenty-one towers higher than 450 feet, most 
of them located along Market Street. Larry Ford (1994) notes that from Corona 

Peak , the Market Street skyline looks like a half-mile-long glass box. This is not 

only aesthetically unpleasant but also dysfunctional: Since the blocks on Market 
Street are extra long, access to anything south is psychologically as well as 

physically difficult. 

 

7  Several unsuccessful attempts to stop growth were interspersed among the 

successes. In 1971, Proposition I, which would have limited new buildings to six 

stories, received only 37 percent of the vote; and in 1979, Proposition O, which 
would have imposed less-restrictive height limits, received 45.6 percent support. In 

1983, the first Proposition M, which would have required developers to share 

financial profits from downtown high-rise construction with the city through 
contributions to public transit, affordable housing, and job training, lost by 1,919 

votes (Collins et al. 1991). 

 
8  In Tuscaloosa, Alabama (a city of 78,000 people), sixty-four women's 

clubs are listed in the newspaper. Of these, at least thirteen are professional 

organizations, twenty promote individual development, and twenty support 
civic and philanthropic  causes. 

 

9  For a thoughtful inquiry into the meaning of civic obligation in American life, 
see Bellah et al. (1985). 

 

10  Often, membership in professional organizations provides economic and 
professional benefits for members, for example, group rates for professional 

liability insurance and access to law libraries. 

 
11  This conclusion is changing, however, as various health providers are 

jockeying for position to control local managed health-care programs. Much of 

this involves large health-care corporations, but the local AMA is often caught 
in the middle of buy-outs, mergers, and take-overs, and by taking sides they can 

sometimes influence the ultimate configuration of health services in their city. 

With this notable exception, however, the generalization that the AMA tends to 
be uninvolved in local politics still holds. 
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12  Even in this neighborhood, self-interest was narrowly defined. During the time 
of our study, a neighborhood boy had been tragically struck and killed by a 

car on his way to school; yet, the president of the neighborhood association had 

difficulty mobilizing residents to demand that the city install a traffic signal. 
 

13  In an action reminiscent of these explanations from two decades earlier, the 

White House blamed the 1992 riots in South Central Los Angeles on Great Society 
pro grams enacted during the 1960s and the 1970s to solve urban problems (New 

York Times, May 5, 1992). 
14  Madison says: "...take in a greater variety of... interests; you make it less 

probable that a majority... will have a common motive to invade the rights of 

other citizens... and to act in unison" (Madison  1961, 83). 
 


