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CHAPTER 8 
 
 

Power in the City 
 

 

Power is always gradually stealing away from the many to the few, 

because the few are more vigilant and consistent. 

    Samuel Johnson, The Adventurer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The search for power—who has it, how they got it, and how they use it—

is an enduring theme that haunts the literatures of biography, fiction, 

drama, history, psychology, sociology, and, of course, politics. Politics, 

some would say, is nothing more than power struggling to find a home. 

Thus, a discussion of power in the city can bring to temporary closure the 

ideas discussed in the previous chapters. 

 

The Early Studies of Community Power 
 

One of the earliest systematic studies of political power in America was 

conducted by Robert and Helen Lynd (1929) in Middletown, a 

pseudonym for Muncie, Indiana. Since then, researchers have studied 

political power in numerous cities. In these studies, the focus on power at 

the urban level is synecdochic, for most of the conclusions are directed at 

American society in general rather than the city itself. This larger purpose 

is typically justified on several counts. First, since most Americans live in 

cities, what better location to study the use of power in the political 

process? Second, researchers make the simplifying (although not 

necessarily accurate; see chapter 5) assumption that city politics provides 
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a microcosm for American politics, and that findings from cities provide 

an adequate depiction of the overall American society. Third, cities 

provide a convenient laboratory in which studies of power can be 

conducted. The emphasis here is somewhat different, however. We do not 

wish to explore the distribution of power in American society; rather, we 

will explore the literature on power to further consider the effectiveness 

of participation in America's cities. 

 

 A Theory of Stratification 
 

 The earliest studies found power to be concentrated in the hands 

of a small number of economically advantaged individuals and families. 

These findings provide the basis for an emergent stratification theory of 

power, which holds that society is marked by distinct and separate social 

"layers": upper, middle, and lower. Each layer (or stratum) is united by 

common interests and beliefs. In some variants of the theory, these beliefs 

are determined by social standing, but in most variants (e.g., Weber 1947) 

wealth (or lack of wealth) determines social class and political behavior. 

The theory holds, moreover, that each stratum works to promote its own 

interests, often at the expense of the other strata. Thus, stratification 

theory contains more than a hint of the Marxian postulate that politics is 

the struggle among economic classes. Polsby (1980) summarizes the 

conclusions of stratification theory as follows: 

 

1. The upper class rules in community life. 

2. Political and civic leaders are subordinate to the upper class. 

3. A single "power elite" rules in the community. 

4. The upper-class power elite rules in its own interests. 

5. Social conflict takes place between the upper and under classes. 

 

A number of studies have found support for these postulates (Lynd and 

Lynd 1929, Hunter 1953). The most famous of these, Floyd Hunter's 

study of power in Atlanta, was published in the midst of Joseph 

McCarthy's Senate hearings on communism and an America much 

obsessed with anticommunism. Yet, here in the very midst of academia 

were scholars (mostly sociologists) who argued openly that democracy in 

America was a sham (see Wildavsky, 1979a, for a discussion that places 

these studies within a broader political context). Thus, it is understandable 

that another group of scholars whose field was political science would 

examine the state of American democracy from a different perspective 

and that they perhaps would come to a different conclusion. 
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A Theory of Pluralism 
 

The most notable of these latter studies was Robert Dahl's (1961) research 

in New Haven. Dahl found support for one of the basic principles of 

pluralist democracy: power is diffused, not concentrated in the hands of a 

few. It is fluid and mobile, dependent largely on a person's interest and 

motivation for participating in the resolution of an issue coupled with the 

resources (expertise, experience, and perhaps money) he or she can bring 

to bear on that issue. Further, Dahl argued that democratic processes were 

practiced in New Haven: most adult residents were legally entitled to 

vote, and elections were free from violence and fraud, contested by two 

political parties that offered rival slates of candidates. Dahl was not 

willing to argue that this guaranteed equal power to all citizens. He did 

argue, however, that "New Haven is a republic of unequal citizens—but 

for all that a republic" (Dahl 1961, 220). A number of other researchers 

using a similar research method have reached the same conclusion. 

 

So, What's the Real Story? 
 

How is it that researchers studying the same question could reach such 

different conclusions? John Walton (1966) provides a partial answer. In a 

telling study comparing the findings of community power studies 

conducted by political scientists and by sociologists, he found that 

sociologists tend to uncover concentrated power, while political scientists 

more often than not find dispersed power. This, says Walton, may be due 

to a difference in the research methods that sociologists and political 

scientists typically used in studying power: Sociologists tended to study 

reputations of power among community informants, while political 

scientists tended to study individuals' successes and failures in supporting 

or opposing specific community issues. 

Neither of these research methods is beyond criticism; in fact, 

some have argued that the conclusion reached may largely be an artifact 

of the research method used to derive it. While this may be easy to 

understand in retrospect, it was clouded at the time by each side's 

certainty that it was right. The debate that ensued was one of the most 

rancorous in the halls of academe during the twentieth century.1 

Unfortunately, the name-calling detracted from a much more 

interesting conclusion that began to materialize in both political science 

and sociology: American cities are neither uniformly stratified nor 

uniformly pluralistic. Rather, cities may differ in their distribution of 

power (see Herson, 1961, for an early discussion), and even the same city 

may experience changes over time in its distribution of power. This may 
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be due, at least partially, to differences in the participatory style found in 

different cities. James Madison, writing two hundred years ago in The 

Federalist Papers, concluded that power tends to be diffused through 

participation. Thus, in communities with an activist population, 

concentrated power tends to be difficult to achieve. 

 

Political Participation and Political Power in Two Cities 
 

Lawrence, Kansas, is an activist city. In a study of power there, 

Schumaker (1990) found more than six hundred people (out of a 

permanent population of only thirty-five thousand) active in various 

community issues, and Bolland (1984) found the concentration of power 

to be significantly lower than in other comparably sized cities. Whenever 

an issue was contested, a coalition was able to emerge to either block or 

delay action. For example, the merits of a downtown shopping mall have 

been debated in Lawrence for over a decade, and three different 

developers of record have been named; but each was ultimately denied the 

opportunity to construct a commercial shopping mall. In the same way, at 

least one residential development has been blocked by citizen protest. As 

one influential figure noted, "every time I try to take a shortcut in getting 

something done, someone is there to stop me, and I have to backtrack." In 

Lawrence, community activism prevents decisive action, and influentials 

have largely stopped trying to assert their power. The message is clear: 

Citizens there value the ethos of political participation and shared power 

much more than the potential economic benefit to be gained through 

quick and decisive decisions, and they refuse to muzzle the activist 

minority that emerges on individual issues. 

By way of comparison, consider Olathe, Kansas, a suburb of 

Kansas City with forty thousand people, located only thirty miles from 

Lawrence. A study (Bolland 1984) showed power in Olathe to be 

concentrated in the hands of four people, two with considerable wealth 

and two with important administrative positions in public agencies. 

Political participation in Olathe is notable by its absence: In contrast to 

the more than six hundred participants found in Lawrence, only about two 

hundred active participants were identified in Olathe (Bolland 1984). Also 

notable in Olathe is the speed with which changes are accomplished. In 

less than the time that it took to contemplate a mall in Lawrence, the 

housing stock in Olathe doubled, with little protest. Further, this 

construction was spearheaded largely by the two economic elites 

identified in the study, and they made considerable profit from their 

investments. In addition, a new high school and hospital were planned 

and built with speed that would have been impossible in Lawrence.2 
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Determinants of Participation Reconsidered 
 

What makes a community politically active? Several partial explanations 

are considered here. As we explore each of these factors, we will pay 

specific attention to how they differ in the two Kansas cities, Lawrence 

and Olathe. 

 

Zoning policies and architectural style. For the most part, newer 

areas of a town are subject to Euclidean zoning norms (named after the 

city in Ohio, not the Greek mathematician), wherein residential areas are 

strictly residential and commercial areas are strictly commercial. This 

zoning pattern creates more homogeneous neighborhoods with higher 

property values, but it precludes the potential for neighborhood businesses 

(e.g., grocery stores, laundries). Thus, the mom-and-pop store, which in 

days gone by provided neighborhoods with convenient shopping and the 

opportunity for social encounters, has disappeared from the new urban 

landscape. In newer neighborhoods, residents now drive instead of walk 

to the store to buy their groceries, and the possibility of the social 

encounter (or for that matter, any encounter other than a fender bender) is 

largely reduced. In addition, recent architectural styles favor the back 

patio rather than the front porch, so that now even if people were to walk 

through their neighborhood, they would meet few others with whom to 

converse. 

One of the most important bases of grass-roots political activism 

is neighborhood contact, already reduced by social trends such as crime 

and increased television viewing. When social contact is further reduced 

by zoning and architectural constraints, an almost insurmountable burden 

is placed on community activists, and community activism is restricted 

still further. 

As an example, consider Lawrence and Olathe. Zoning 

regulations in Lawrence are relatively inclusive, with 34 percent of all 

housing units located in areas zoned for multiple (including commercial) 

uses. In contrast, Olathe has relatively exclusive zoning, with less than 1 

percent of its housing units located in areas zoned for multiple uses. Also 

by way of comparison, Lawrence has nearly three times more houses with 

front porches than Olathe. Both of these factors may help explain why 

Lawrence has higher levels of political participation than Olathe. 

 

Nonpolitical participation. Opportunities for nonpolitical 

participation may, in turn, enhance the likelihood of political activism 

(see Brady et al. 1995). A college town like Lawrence provides a large 
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number of activities and events that residents can participate in or attend. 

Virtually every day the university offers sports events, concerts, recitals, 

films, forums, and/or debates that are open to the public, and a 

surprisingly large segment of the population takes advantage of those 

opportunities. In contrast, most small towns offer little by way of such 

cultural opportunities. 

Participation in these sports and cultural events accustoms 

people to the idea of going out during the evening rather than staying 

home. Thus participation in evening meetings of neighborhood 

associations or activist groups may seem routine. Further, participation in 

cultural activities provides an opportunity for additional social contacts 

with others likely to be one's allies (or even one's opponents) on political 

issues, increasing the strength of interpersonal ties (in an insightful turn 

of phrase, Edward Laumann (1973) referred to these ties as the bonds of 

pluralism). 

 

Community commitment. Commitment to the community 

encourages political participation. As noted earlier, we are becoming a 

more transient society, with more and more people expecting to live in 

their current house (or their current city) only until they become wealthy 

enough to move to a better location. Given this outlook, people are 

unlikely to form strong attachments with their neighbors or to their 

neighborhood, for they realize that these bonds will be temporary. By the 

same token, they are unlikely to participate politically, for they expect to 

be gone by the time that desired change is implemented. Another type of 

community commitment comes from business and industry. Capital 

investment decisions are more likely to benefit the community when 

businesses and industries are locally owned than when they are owned in 

absentia. After all, decision-makers in the former situation are part of the 

city, and civic responsibility is an important motive potentially underlying 

their decisions. In contrast, the decisions of absentee owners are 

motivated by profit considerations, and they are potentially less beneficial 

to the community. Local owners of business and industry may be 

powerful political participants in the community; again in contrast, 

managers or franchisers of absenteeowned industries or businesses are 

less likely to participate in community affairs, for their loyalty moves in 

corporate rather than community directions. With the advent of the 

grocery chain, the fast-food franchise, and the shopping mall (where 

virtually all stores are absentee-owned and locally franchised), it is 

difficult to find a community where local ownership is the norm rather 

than the exception. 

A new manifestation of this phenomenon is the advent of 



Power in the City 

 

 
7 

corporate buyouts and takeovers during the 1980s. A case in point is 

evident in San Francisco, where the strong pro-growth coalition that 

promoted the city's economic development in the 1960s and 1970s fell 

apart after corporate takeovers during the 1980s. New corporate owners 

replaced an entrepreneurial core of community-oriented local business 

leaders with new management-oriented executives who lacked strong ties 

to the city, and the coalition fell apart at least partly due to a lack of pro-

growth local leadership (DeLeon 1992). Such corporate takeovers have 

become commonplace during the past decade, particularly in such 

businesses as banking, and they have an important impact on the 

distribution of power in the cities where they occur. Further, trends 

toward corporate downsizing removed millions of people from 

middlemanagement positions, people who had used their corporate 

affiliation as a resource to legitimize and enhance their political 

participation; this, too, has reduced the number of active participants in 

cities across the country. 

 

City size and heterogeneity. Participation is likely to be higher in 

smaller cities than in larger cities or in suburbs, due to what may be 

termed an energy factor. In today's labor force, where nearly as many 

women work as men, couples run out of energy by the time they get home 

from work, cook dinner, and do the dishes. In a small city, where the time 

to commute home from work is minutes, there is still time to recover 

before an evening meeting or concert. But in a large city or a suburb, 

where the time to commute home from work may exceed an hour, the 

logistics of political activity in the evening become difficult. 

Heterogeneity also facilitates participation. In a perfectly 

homogeneous city (if one could be found) political participation would be 

non-rational. Since all residents should have similar concerns and goals, 

one spokesperson could speak for everyone, alleviating the need for 

political participation by others. But as a city becomes more 

heterogeneous, political concerns tend to diverge, and political 

participation becomes a necessary ingredient of survival. 

 

Form of government. Finally, certain kinds of political structures 

are more likely to facilitate political participation than others. Nonpartisan 

and at-large elections reduce the likelihood of citizen participation. And 

council-manager governments reduce the role of the city council in policy 

development, which in turn may limit the attractiveness of (and the 

competition for) those positions. Further, the elected mayor is an 

important political force who can potentially generate political activity 

around a community issue. But in cities with council-manager 
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governments, the mayorship is a ceremonial position largely without this 

kind of influence.3 

 

 Some Conclusions about Power in American 

Communities 
 

The foregoing comparisons lead to several conclusions about the 

distribution of power in American communities. In communities with 

exclusive zoning policies and modern-style, porchless homes, power is 

likely to be more concentrated than in cities with inclusive zoning and 

older-style homes. We might further note an obvious relationship between 

these factors and the city's age. Euclidean zoning is a fairly recent 

development (dating back no earlier than 1926; see chapter 12 for a 

further discussion of zoning), and 1950 is an approximate turning point 

for residential architecture, away from the front porch and toward the 

back patio. Not surprisingly, studies have shown that older cities have 

higher levels of participation (e.g., Alford and Lee 1968) and less 

concentrated power (e.g., Gilbert 1968) than their newer counterparts. 

Beyond these, four other conclusions emerge. First, increased 

opportunities for social contact may lead to increased political 

participation, and in turn, to more diffused power. Second, absentee 

ownership of businesses and industries leads to more concentrated power. 

Third, power is more concentrated in reformed cities than in unreformed 

cities. And fourth, central cities may have generally less-concentrated 

power than suburbs. 

This last observation is more ambiguous than the others, and 

several factors may account for it. Given their size and cultural diversity, 

central cities tend to have more types of politically relevant organizations 

than suburbs, including more industries, unions, and state and federal 

agencies. The social problems of central cities are typically greater than 

those of suburbs, leading to a wider participation in the former than the 

latter. In addition, suburban workers typically commute further to work 

than their urban counterparts, and they have less time and energy for 

political participation. 

 

Community Power: Toward an Alternative Theory 
 

Previously discussed theories viewed power in systemic terms as the 

ability to affect the political system in some manner and achieve some 

desired political outcome. For example, stratification theorists hold that 

power resides in the hands of an economic elite because urban policies are 
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generally biased in their favor (see Stone, 1980, for a discussion). And 

pluralists hold that power resides in the hands of diverse groups and 

individuals within the city, with specific decisions reflecting diverse 

preferences of political participants. But neither formulation 

acknowledges that power is a multifaceted concept consisting of several 

distinct components. First, some people (e.g., city council members, 

school board members, the mayor) have power because they are able to 

vote directly on policy proposals. Second, some people (e.g., the city 

manager, individual police officers, the school district superintendent) 

have power because they exercise discretion in the implementation of 

policies once they are enacted. Third, some people (e.g., lawyers, 

protestors) have power because they are able to stall policies once they 

have been enacted, either through litigation or through disruptive protest. 

Fourth, some people (e.g., business owners, homeowners) have power 

because of their private or corporate investment decisions. And fifth, 

some people have power because they are able to influence others and 

mobilize support around policy proposals. The dynamics of these 

different components of power are quite different. If they are lumped 

together into a single phenomenon called power, the results are bound to 

be misleading. As an alternative, we will develop a multifaceted 

definition of power that breaks the concept into three different 

components. 

The first component, which might be described as direct power,4  

is the ability to affect policy outcomes directly through one's actions. This 

is the easiest type of power to conceptualize and describe, and it is what 

most of us imagine when we think of power. Direct power in urban 

politics lies in the hands of formally designated policymakers and their 

agents (members of the urban bureaucracy). 

A second component of power, which we might term indirect 

power, is the ability of private citizens to affect outcomes through their 

decisions and actions. For example, citizens, through their vote, elect 

policymakers. For another example, the land developer who decides to 

place a large housing development on the city's west side may affect the 

city's growth patterns for years to come, which in turn affects the city's 

decisions concerning the location of new schools and zoning policies. By 

the same token, the chief executive officer of a major manufacturing 

corporation who decides to renovate a local plant rather than move it to 

another location affects the city's employment patterns (and through them, 

its tax base and service delivery policies). And for a third example, the 

attorney who files suit to stop construction of a highway, or a protest 

group that threatens to stage sit-ins at city hall, may delay the 

implementation of an enacted policy indefinitely. While these people are 
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unable to affect the city's policies directly (after all, they have no formal 

authority over the enactment or implementation of those policies), they 

are able to affect policy outcomes indirectly. 

A third component of power, which we might term 

interpersonal power, is the ability of any citizen (either private or holding 

a governmental position) or group to affect urban outcomes by mobilizing 

support around one or another policy proposal. This may take place 

during the enactment of municipal ordinances; for instance, a local 

business owner may be able to lobby a council member to support her 

position on a specific piece of legislation. Or it may occur during the 

agenda-setting phase of the policy process, as local problems are 

identified and possible solutions are discussed and debated within the 

community. This type of power is least studied (and least understood), 

and in the following section we will consider it in some detail. 

 

Interpersonal Power 
 

When people talk politics, they seldom attempt to coerce one another.5 

Rather, they attempt to convince each other of the relative merits of their 

ideas, suggesting that if a political problem is viewed from their 

perspective, the solution will become clear. Thus, ideas are the coin of the 

political realm, and the exchange of ideas is the essence of interpersonal 

power.6  (Herson, 1990, recognizes the importance of this formulation 

with the title of his book on the history of American political thought: The 

Politics of Ideas.) Thus, the power to lobby a council member reflects the 

ability to exchange ideas about a particular issue. And in these same 

terms, the power to set the agenda7—that is, to mobilize support for and 

generate consensus around policy priorities and long-range policy goals-is 

the ability to spread ideas.8 

 Hence, interpersonal power is based on interpersonal 

relationships: An individual, A, has power over another person, B, to the 

extent that B solicits and listens to A's ideas. But in order for this power 

relationship between A and B to materialize, B must have some motive for 

listening to A. B may believe that A has good ideas, because his or her 

ideas have been good in the past. B may believe that A has access to 

important information or that he or she possesses expertise on a particular 

subject. B may find A to be charismatic or may be impressed by his or her 

willingness to commit substantial time to community projects. 

 To the extent that ideas are transmitted from person to person and 

permeate the community's political agenda, they become ideas "whose 

time has come," likely to affect political thinking and policy development 

in the community. In considering the ability of political participants to 
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influence one another—and thus to influence the agenda—we must take 

stock of the resources they possess and see how these resources work to 

facilitate the flow of their ideas through the community. In the following 

section, we consider various types of political participants, exploring the 

ways their resources enhance their interpersonal power. 

 

Who's Powerful and Who's Not: An Inventory of 

Urban Political Participants and Their Resources 

 

 Formal Political Participants 
 

 The governing body. The most obvious participants in the urban 

political process are members of the governing body (either 

commissioners or council members). These individuals exercise direct 

power, for their votes are the ultimate determinants of many urban 

policies, ranging from taxing and spending to land use and zoning. But, as 

was suggested earlier, most council members have neither a firm grasp of 

nor a strong desire to learn the complexities of urban economics or 

service delivery. They are therefore largely dependent on those people 

who possess this expertise, mostly administrators and bureaucrats inside 

government and successful business managers outside government. So, 

although members of the governing body may make formal and binding 

decisions (and thus exert direct power), they must often rely on the advice 

of others when it comes to setting the agenda and enacting policy 

legislation.  In other words, they are subject to the interpersonal power of 

others. Some council members are able, in turn, to exert interpersonal 

power as they lobby one another during policy enactment and mobilize 

support during the agenda-setting phase of the policy process. After all, 

they run for office with varying political orientations. [The theory of 

ideology.] And once in office, they may be expected to act on those 

orientations. But in many cities, the long-term consequences of the urban 

reform movement, in its attempt to remove politics from government, 

have reduced the probability that persons with plat forms and agendas for 

change will be elected to the city council. The mathematics and logic are 

straightforward: In an at-large election, those elected tend to be candidates 

whose political preferences (and political orientations) are acceptable to 

the greatest possible cross-section of the electorate, which is to say, 

candidates without strident views or extreme preferences.9  Thus, 

lobbying and agenda-setting activities of council members in reformed 

cities will be largely in support of the status quo. 

 For those council members who seek to set the community's 
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agenda, one resource is very much theirs to use: They have the legitimacy 

of office. They are, after all, elected by the citizenry, and thus they are the 

legitimate spokespersons for that citizenry. As elected spokespersons, 

they are in an advantaged position to spread their ideas through the 

community. But even so, anecdotal evidence from a number of 

community studies (e.g., Lynd and Lynd 1929, Hunter 1953) suggests that 

other, high-status people in the community (business leaders) view 

municipal elections as mere popularity contests and, accordingly, have 

little interest in listening to what elected officials have to say. Bolland's 

(1984) findings from Olathe and from Lawrence suggest that each council 

member had a small but loyal following who listened attentively every 

time he or she spoke; but beyond these small audiences, few people were 

motivated to attend to their ideas. 

 Further detracting from legitimacy as a resource of council 

members is an often-present public cynicism concerning the honesty of 

public officials, "The finest city council that money can buy," is one of 

the hoary jokes of urban politics. To the extent that the public thinks it 

true, this perceived truth further limits the ability of council members to 

spread ideas and build consensus for those ideas.10 

 What about more personal resources, for instance, charisma, 

creativity, and the contribution of time to community projects? In many 

instances, individuals who possess these resources have little interest in 

running for council seats. Others will listen to their ideas whether they 

hold public office or not, and most often they are more effective working 

outside the public limelight. By running for office, much of their power 

may actually be diluted by the excess publicity to which politicians are 

subjected. 

 

 The mayor. In contrast to members of the city council, the 

occupant of the mayor's office may possess many of the resources 

necessary to exercise both direct power and interpersonal power. In 

strong-mayor governments, the mayor usually presides over council 

meetings and usually casts the deciding vote in cases of a tie. The strong 

mayor is also the city's chief administrator, a position that gives him or 

her access to bureaucracy's information and (as a result) considerable 

expertise in day-to-day governmental operations. These resources give the 

mayor considerable direct power. 

 Just as important, as chief executive of the city, the mayor usually 

has free access to the media and to various groups and committees within 

the city. This access (enhanced by the fact that he or she is the elect of all 

the people) is a resource providing the mayor with considerable 

interpersonal power, for it means that when the mayor talks, people 
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(including council members) listen. And as they listen, the mayor is able 

to spread his or her ideas and policy priorities through the community.11 

 
 Administrators. Another set of persons with both direct power and 

inter personal power is the city's chief administrators: the city manager in 

council manager cities, the school district superintendent, the 

administrator of the city's public hospital, and others who oversee a large 

public budget. Like the mayor in mayor-council governments, local 

administrators have access to-in fact, are responsible for collecting-

information in urban bureaucracies. They are in a position to tell the city 

council, the school board, or the hospital board which issues demand 

action and which do not, and how those demanding action should be 

addressed. In one telling set of studies of urban school boards, Harmon 

Zeigler and his colleagues (Zeigler and Jennings 1974, Tucker and Zeigler 

1980) found that board members deferred to the superintendent's 

recommendations in the vast majority of all decisions. We should expect 

similar findings for hospital board members and city council members. 

Thus, administrators have considerable interpersonal power in dealing 

with their governing bodies. 

 Also like strong mayors, administrators develop considerable 

expertise in a short period of time, and others in the community are 

interested in hearing ideas developed through this expertise. Further, they 

usually have advanced professional degrees, giving them the benefit of a 

theoretical as well as a practical understanding of the city and its 

problems. Finally, the mere fact that they exercise so much administrative 

authority provides them with a wide audience for their ideas. Given that 

their preferences are likely to influence policy decisions, others in the 

community are anxious to understand these preferences, so as to 

anticipate their consequences. The studies of both Lawrence and Olathe 

support these conclusions: In both cities, the city manager was at the 

center of the policy network12
; and in Olathe, the school district 

superintendent also maintained a central position. Philip Trounstine and 

Terry Christensen (1982) found similar results in their study of power in 

San Jose. 

 In addition to interpersonal power, urban administrators are able 

to exercise considerable direct power. As was previously noted, city 

managers have the power to hire and fire municipal staff, and hospital and 

school district members have the power to hire personnel in their 

organizations. Thus, the behavior of individual police officers, school 

teachers, nurse supervisors, and other employees will at least partially 

reflect the orientations and preferences of these administrators. Urban 
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administrators, in addition, frequently provide policy directives to their 

staff, to be implemented by the various street-level bureaucrats within the 

community. Again, these policy directives reflect the preferences and 

orientations of the administrators issuing them. Finally, administrators 

implement the policies developed by their elected superiors. But since 

these policies are often ambiguous, the administrator is afforded great 

latitude to instill his or her own preferences into policy decisions. 

 

 Street-level bureaucrats. Another set of urban political 

participants with direct power consists of employees within the city's 

governmental bureaucracies (e.g., police officers, street maintenance 

personnel, schoolteachers, nurses, physicians). As has been noted 

throughout, these individuals have considerable direct power, reflected in 

their ability to use discretion in implementing policies handed down from 

above. For example, the police officer exercises considerable discretion in 

deciding when to stop speeding motorists and when to issue traffic 

citations. 

 Just as important, street-level bureaucrats become experts in a 

narrow range of urban policy, providing them with a basis for 

interpersonal power. For example, a patrol officer may be the city's 

greatest expert on crime, and perhaps even life, in the area he or she 

patrols. And a first-grade teacher is one of the city's great experts on the 

behavior problems of first graders. This expertise provides street-level 

bureaucrats with an ability to influence others, at least within the narrow 

area of their expertise. However, since this area of expertise tends to be 

narrow, their overall impact on the urban agenda, and the range of their 

lobbying efforts, is likely to be small. 

 

 Members of community advisory boards and commissions. Still 

another set of formal political participants with the potential for 

interpersonal power consists of members of the community's advisory 

boards and commissions. This power is, however, in most cases, quite 

limited. In some cities, advisory boards may be elected to office. Much 

more frequently, they are appointed. Overall, advisory board members are 

hampered by the same constraints that keep members of the city council 

from exercising interpersonal power, but even more so. They work 

without compensation, so the effort they put into their positions is strictly 

dependent on their sense of civic responsibility. But unlike members of 

the city council, they have little opportunity to parlay that effort into 

interpersonal power. As was noted earlier, members of the city council 

have public recognition: They are quoted in the newspaper, they are seen 

at public events, and so forth. A member of the parks and recreation 
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board, in comparison, enjoys relative anonymity, with his or her efforts 

known only to friends 

and relatives.13  

 Members of advisory boards are also without much direct power. 

Like the city council, they are dependent on municipal administrators to 

provide them with information and to set the agendas for their meetings. 

Advisory committees typically vote to recommend policy decisions, 

whereas the city council and the school board actually vote to enact 

various policies. Thus, advisory board members are once removed from 

positions of direct 

power.14  

 

 Informal Participants 
 

As we move from formal urban participants to informal participants, we 

leave direct power behind, for the ability to enact and implement 

legislation is the exclusive domain of formally designated policymakers 

and their agents. But at the same time, a discussion of informal 

participants yields new applications of indirect power and interpersonal 

power. Among informal participants in the city's governance, two 

groups—voters and protestors—play important roles, although they are 

relatively powerless in setting the urban agenda. In contrast, 

neighborhood groups and business associations are notable for their 

indirect and interpersonal power—and through that power for their overall 

influence on urban politics. 

 

 Voters. In principle, voters are the ultimate holders of indirect 

power in the city, for it is they who elect the officials who enact public 

policy. Voting, however, is not an ongoing political act. In most cities, 

municipal elections occur only once every two years. Except in instances 

where policy is created through referenda and bond elections, voters do 

not exercise direct power. Between elections, city officials may attend to 

what the electorate thinks (e.g., by answering telephone calls from 

concerned citizens; stopping for offhand advice during social meetings), 

but there is little evidence that officials actively seek out voters' advice or 

that they attend to that advice once given. For one thing, most elected 

officials devote most of their time and energy attending to specific 

complaints (trash collection, police response, and so forth). For another, 

typical voters simply do not possess the resources (beyond the vote) that 

would give them interpersonal power, and few people beyond friends and 

relatives seek their advice or ideas on political matters.15 

 Within the electorate, of course, individual voters are not as 
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powerful as voting blocks. But even voting blocks often find themselves 

without much interpersonal power once the election has been decided. For 

example, Hispanics and Jews provided the crucial votes in Tom Bradley's 

victory in the 1973 Los Angeles mayoral election, yet these groups often 

felt slighted by the actions and policy decisions of his administration 

(Sonenshein 1986). And as was noted earlier, the policy actions of Mayor 

Wilson Goode in Philadelphia were often aimed more at local white 

business owners than at the predominantly black coalition that elected 

him.16  

 

 Protestors. In principle, protestors have indirect power. On the 

one hand, stubborn and rancorous protest, not to mention violence, can 

potentially be used to delay the implementation (perhaps indefinitely) of 

policy legislation. But just as often, it hardens the resolve of council 

members or administrators already committed to a policy.17  Most often, 

rancorous or violent protest results in symbolic gains for the protesting 

group. For example, the race riots of the 1960s netted the establishment of 

the Kerner Commission to study the racial situation in American cities, 

but they resulted in very few policy changes. Just as important, rancorous 

or violent protest alienates those to whom it is directed, and protestors 

often relinquish any interpersonal power they might otherwise have 

claimed. 

 On the other hand, nonviolent protestors may have considerable 

indirect power through their ability to bring issues to the top of the 

political agenda, particularly if the public believes their grievance to be 

genuine and their demands legitimate. The nonviolent civil rights protests 

of the 1950s and the early 1960s are a case in point. By bringing 

intolerable conditions to the attention of the nation, Martin Luther King, 

Jr. (along with others) was able to create a climate for changing civil 

rights policy within the United States (Branch 1988). In addition, 

nonviolent protestors do not burn bridges behind them. Their actions, 

while forceful, do not disrupt avenues of interpersonal communication 

and power.18  

 

 Neighborhood groups and economic interests. Although we could 

consider a large number of other informal participants in the urban 

political process, we will concentrate on two more:  neighborhood  groups 

and economic interests. In the final analysis, these may be the most 

important sources of indirect and interpersonal power in the city. 

 In order to understand this power, let us reconsider one of the 

themes of this book, that the city is at heart an economic entity. Although 

the city has many functions in today's society, its primary functions center 
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around the creation of jobs and the provision of services. Both, in the end, 

are economic functions. Jobs obviously provide a livelihood for the city's 

inhabitants, and they provide the capital necessary for the city to collect 

taxes. Services are the primary source of urban expenditures (both 

through capital outlays, such as police cars and playground equipment, 

and through the salaries of those who provide the services). Thus, except 

for the exclusively "dormitory suburb," the city is necessarily an 

economic enterprise, with the success of municipal government coupled 

to the local business climate. This gives the business community 

considerable indirect power. When the climate is healthy, new businesses 

and industries move to town, providing more jobs and more taxes to 

provide better services. And in turn, businesses and industries are more 

likely to move to cities that provide good services and good 

neighborhoods for their employees. Thus, we observe a three-way 

relationship between business, neighborhoods, and municipal services that 

serves to define the city's economic climate and its growth potential. 

 

 The three-way relationship in action. With this in mind, then, let 

us con sider how local business and industrial leaders affect policy 

decisions, and in doing so, offer a final canvass of both indirect and 

interpersonal power. Through their capital investment decisions (in the 

case of owners) and recommendations (in the case of managers), business 

owners and managers directly affect the lives of a number of urban 

residents (i.e., their employees) and the city's coffers (i.e., the recipient of 

their tax dollars). It therefore behooves the city's decision-makers to listen 

when business leaders talk about the needs and goals of the community. 

This dialogue may focus on specific issues, for example the construction 

of a downtown parking garage or a convention center, or it may be more 

amorphous, relating to broader issues such as crime, education, and the 

quality of urban services. But whatever the issue, business leaders 

generally have open access to the mayor, city council members, and/or the 

city manager. This, in turn, provides them with considerable interpersonal 

power. 

 But it should be noted that this access is not strictly, or even at all, 

coercive. In other words, it is not necessarily the threat of closing down 

manufacturing plants or retail businesses that makes decision-makers 

want to listen to the ideas of economic leaders. Just as important is the 

fact that these individuals are economically successful and, over the years, 

have built up credibility as community boosters. Recall that the city 

management movement grew out of a desire to run cities as businesses 

and that many city managers are trained in a business tradition. Further, 

note that most city council members are themselves part of the business 
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community, as bankers or lawyers or insurance salespersons. They 

respect people with demonstrated success in financial management. 

Finally, most successful business owners have put considerable time and 

money into their businesses. For them, what's good for the community  is 

good for business, and vice versa. Over the years they have developed 

into local boosters, often serving as chair of the United Way campaign or 

chair of the local delegation to the community's sister city in Japan. They 

are well known. And perhaps most important, they are trusted. All of 

these factors make them among the most valued political friends and 

advisors of many formal decision-makers, who frequently turn to them for 

ideas and advice. 

 With homeowners, we face a somewhat different explanation for 

power. Individual homeowners have very little power, either indirect or 

interpersonal, but as a group they are able to exercise considerable 

indirect power over a rather narrow range of issues. For example, a group 

of homeowners is often able to block the placement of a low-income 

housing unit, a group home for mentally retarded adults, or a new fire 

station in their neighborhood. In principle, they have no more direct 

access to council members, who make the final decision on these issues, 

than do any other groups of voters. But in reality, theirs is an implicit 

threat to move if an intolerable situation arises-to "vote with their feet" 

(Hirschman 1970). And if even as few as 6 percent of a neighborhood's 

residents put their houses up for sale at the same time, neighborhood 

instability may result (Skogan 1990). 

 Do all neighborhoods have equal power? As a rule, no. Low-

income and particularly underclass neighborhoods typically consist of 

rental units, often characterized by high transience (as much as 40 percent 

turnover each year; see Whyte 1988). They are also often seen as problem 

areas, requiring more than their share of the city's services (e.g., fire and 

police protection, emergency medical services, and so forth). The city 

council is not easily swayed by the threat to move from these 

neighborhoods. But in middle-and upper-class neighborhoods, two factors 

make the council take note. First, residents of these neighborhoods are 

professionally (and therefore residentially) mobile, and moving to a new 

job in an adjacent city would present them with little hard ship. In other 

words, their threats to move are not to be taken lightly. Second, the 

neighborhoods themselves are more stable, so an outflux of residents 

would be quite noticeable and potentially quite disruptive to the 

community's economic climate. 
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 Idiosyncratic Factors Affecting the Distribution of Power 
 

Finally, we should note that every city is different, and the distribution of 

power (of whatever type) in each city has its own idiosyncrasies. [The 

theory of multiple realities.] In university towns, for example, the 

university president and members of his or her staff inevitably exercise 

indirect power by contributing university resources to solving local 

problems. In Lawrence, Kansas, for example, the University of Kansas 

joined the city in designing and developing a high-tech industrial park; in 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama, the University of Alabama contributed its technical 

expertise to improve efficiency in the local Rochester Products (a 

subsidiary of General Motors) plant, and it was instrumental in attracting 

a JVC plant to Tuscaloosa during the late 1980s. But in turn, this 

commitment allows university administrators access to other, important 

people in the community, providing them with interpersonal power. In 

addition, most cities have at least one dominant church, and the pastor of 

that church may be a vocal participant in social and moral issues within 

the community. Pastors in predominantly black neighborhoods command 

considerable respect among their parishioners, and they are usually quite 

important in mobilizing the black community around political and social 

issues.19  And many cities have at least one charismatic leader who may 

hold no formal political or economic position in the community, but 

nonetheless is able to command the attention of people due to his or her 

"presence." 

 

Implications for Public Policy 
 

Based on this discussion of power, several general conclusions can be 

suggested about the role of power and the powerful in the development of 

urban policy. First, there exists an economic bias in this process, with 

policies generally favoring economic interests within the city. City 

officials in Detroit are, no doubt, convinced that what is good for General 

Motors (and Ford and Chrysler) is good for Detroit, and, where possible, 

public policies are supportive of (or at least not detrimental to) the auto 

industry. Other cities share a similar orientation toward their dominant 

industries. If we introduce a somewhat artificial distinction between 

economic and social issues within a community, this distinction will 

suggest that economic issues take highest priority, with social issues 

finishing a poor second. 

 Second, a class bias exists in the development of public policy, 

even though it is often subtle and may even go unrecognized by those in 

positions of authority. Successful people, people of accomplishment, are 
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the ones who command the attention of others. By definition (and popular 

perception), those living in poverty are not successful, and they therefore 

fail to command attention. Once people attain positions of importance in 

the community, they also tend to listen to the ideas of others with similar 

experiences and backgrounds, further reducing the voice of the poor. 

 Third, urban public policy reflects technical considerations more 

than social considerations. Considerable power resides in the hands of 

municipal bureaucrats, who gain expertise in the day-to-day management 

and operation of their agencies. This experience often may lead to choices 

based on factual and technical considerations rather than on social 

considerations. For example, the city manager, in projecting the path of a 

new street, may be likely to con sider the cost of condemning property, 

the terrain through which it must pass, and its capacity to move vehicles 

efficiently rather than the social disruption that it may cause for a 

neighborhood. The former is easily quantifiable in dollars and cents, 

while the latter is not. 

 Fourth, the more people involved in the policy development 

process, the slower and less definitive it is. Like the camel in the old joke 

(a camel is a horse designed by a committee), public policies designed by 

a large collective tend to be lumpy and ungainly, while those designed by 

a small group of like minded people tend to be sleek and decisive. Both 

types of policy carry costs as well as benefits. In general, however, the 

more participants, the more diffused power is in the community. And 

without someone (or a small set of people) to serve as an issue 

entrepreneur, few dramatic changes will occur. 

 Fifth, when policymakers listen to the ideas of a large number of 

people, policies are more likely to address public problems successfully 

than when policymakers limit the number of people to whom they listen. 

If a decision maker consults only those in his or her inner circle, he or 

she will seldom be exposed to alternative views of the world. This is self-

limiting and leads to a type of insularity that Irving Janis (1982) described 

as groupthink, wherein advisors tell a decision-maker only what they 

believe he or she wants to hear. Many of the foreign policy catastrophes 

of this century can be blamed on groupthink, and, arguably, many urban 

policy failures have similar origins. 

 Finally, poor public policy results when competing interests in the 

community distrust the motives of one another. This, essentially, is the 

situation characterized by Yates (1977) as street-fighting pluralism, and 

he blames it for what he sees as our ungovernable cities. But an 

alternative formulation suggests that the ungovernable city derives from 

the breakdown of democratic norms in the urban political style. 

Adherence to these norms creates an atmosphere of trust and fair play, 
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while deviance from them engenders suspicion and uncertainty. Mistrust 

engenders rancor, and rancor breaks down communication. In turn, 

uncertainty grows for political participants. Their ability to anticipate the 

course of community issues deteriorates, and their style of participation 

becomes defensive and reactive. With defensive reaction, groups become 

internally more cohesive (i.e., members become more supportive of one 

another) but more externally combative (Bolland 1985a). And the agenda-

setting process fragments still further as competing groups refuse to 

cooperate with one another. 

 But despite these difficulties, cities continue to make policy and 

provide services to their residents. The following chapters consider more 

thoroughly the urban policy process and the policies it generates. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1  This debate and the issues that separated the two sides seem dated today. Yet, 

they form an important part of the developmental heritage of the social sciences. In 

the previous edition, we devoted considerable discussion to them; here, we opt for 

a somewhat shorter treatment. For a more complete discussion, see Herson and 

Bolland (1990). 

 

2  In almost every city, residents can band together to prevent change from 

happening more effectively than they can initiate change. The previous chapter 

chronicles the successful efforts of neighborhood groups to prevent (or stop) 

highway construction that threatened their neighborhoods. As another example, 

Seattle businessman Frank Ruano was able to delay construction of the Seattle 

Kingdome for four years by mounting two successful referenda on its location 

(Sears 1976). 

 

3  These various factors help explain the differential  participation rates and 

concentration of power in Lawrence and Olathe. For example, Lawrence is an 

ethnically and racially heterogeneous college town, while Olathe's population is 

technically and racially homogeneous. Lawrence's nonstudent population is more 

stable, while Olathe's is more transient. Business in Lawrence tends to be locally 

owned, while that in Olathe tends to be absentee-owned. Only in form of 

government are Lawrence and Olathe similar. Both use the council-manager plan. 

See Bolland (1984) for a more detailed comparison of these cities. 

 

4  While these components of power inevitably blur around the edges, each is 

sufficiently recognizable that we can proceed as if they were truly distinct. 

 

5  While it is true that politicians have been known to take bribes in exchange for 

legislative votes, and that voters have also been known to take bribes for their 

support of political candidates  at the polls, we should view this type of coercion as 
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an anomaly, not often likely to affect the process of urban politics. By the same 

token, some politicians may be coerced through blackmail, but again this occurs 

infrequently enough that we should ignore it in our discussion  of interpersonal  

power. 

 

6  Victor Hugo seemingly took much the same approach to understanding politics 

when he observed, "Greater than the tread of mighty armies is an idea whose time 

has come." But the present argument diverges from Hugo by taking a more 

anthropocentric approach. It holds that great ideas do not just emerge, they are 

generated and spread by people. The great idea that no one hears is not great. But 

on the other hand, even the mediocre idea that spreads effectively through the body 

politic will have important con sequences. 

 

7  As chapters 9 and 10 suggest, the ability to set the urban agenda lies to a large 

extent outside the city's boundaries, in county, state, and national governments. 

But, for now, discussion concentrates on forces indigenous to the city. 

 

8  "I have a dream," exclaimed the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., in his 1963 

speech commemorating the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation. Rev. 

King's dream is an example of our idea, and much of King's power lay in his ability 

to communicate that idea to others. His and others' ability to mobilize support 

around the dream of an equal society was, in large part, the impetus of the modern 

Civil Rights Movement in America. But while the dream no doubt had been dreamt 

by many others before, it had failed to trigger anything approaching the activity it 

generated during the late 1950s and the 1960s. This suggests the importance of 

great people over great ideas. 

 

9  Unlike partisan primary elections, where party activists (whose views tend 

toward extremes of liberalism or conservatism) influence the slate of candidates 

considered in the general election, nonpartisan elections are characterized by a 

moderating influence, and extremist candidates tend to be weeded out early. 

 

10  Ironically, urban reform seems to have had little effect on this cynicism. Even 

today, most citizens believe that corruption occurs in municipal government, and 

there is some evidence that municipal corruption may be widespread. For 

discussions of this problem, see Gardiner and Lyman (1978) and Gardiner and 

Olson (1974). 

 

11  Even in weak-mayor systems, the mayor is likely to have greater interpersonal 

power than other council members. Research in Olathe and Lawrence shows, for 

example, that the mayor (although operating in a weak-mayor system) was more 

central in the policy  network than  any other member of the council. 

 

12  A policy network consists of the web of interpersonal relationships through 

which political participants share ideas and information relevant to the city's 

policies. In this way, we add a layer of meaning to the concept of interpersonal 
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power: Those who are located at the center of the community's policy network 

have the greater interpersonal power. For further discussion of the concept of 

networks in urban politics, see the work of Laumann and his colleagues (e.g., 

Laumann and Pappi 1976, Laumann et al. 1977, Galaskiewicz 1979). 

 

13  Of course, members of advisory committees are often important in setting the 

urban agenda or in lobbying council members before important votes, but not 

because of their positions on the advisory committees. For example, an important 

developer may be appointed to the parks and recreation board, or the president of 

the chamber of commerce may be appointed to the mental health board. But in 

these cases, the appointment derives from his or her power rather than vice versa. 

 

14  Another set of formal political participants consists of municipal  judges, who 

have a paradoxical potential for interpersonal power. They, along with the chief of 

police and the county sheriff, are the community's greatest experts on crime and 

punishment. Further, many of their cases directly or indirectly involve social 

services. For example, claims of mental illness, as well as of alcohol or drug 

dependency, must be considered in sentencing decisions; as another example, the 

court must decide whether minors are to be remanded to a social service agency in 

the case of domestic disputes. This provides judges with great expertise in the link 

between crime and social services in the community. Judges hold high-status 

positions in the community, and their presumed impartiality gives them great 

credibility. No one expects them to have an axe to grind. In short, people are 

willing to listen to what judges have to say. Paradoxically, however, most judges 

do not have much to say on community issues, for they view political activity as 

counter to their judicial roles; for them, involvement in community issues would 

destroy the impartiality that allows them to be effective judges. In other words, 

judges have interpersonal power only until they  attempt to use it, at which point it 

may disappear. 

 

15  That the electorate generally plays a passive role in the policy process gives rise 

to a good deal of discussion among democratic theorists. Of course, the principle of 

representative government begins with the proposition that elected officials are 

surrogates for the electorate. But as surrogates, are they to give the people what 

they want or what the representatives believe will best serve the public interest? 

Each answer has its philosophic defenders. For John Stuart Mill (1926) and others, 

full citizen participation in all aspects of government helps promote citizen virtue, 

intelligence, and morality. But given low voter turnout, coupled with citizens' 

limited grasp of complex issues (Converse 1964), it may not be surprising that 

another group of democratic theorists argues that a healthy democracy does not 

require direct voter involvement in policy formation. It is enough (say these 

theorists) for voters to choose those who do make policy (Lipset 1960, Schumpeter 

1947). But in rebuttal, see Bachrach (1967). 

 

16  In some cases, events rather than personalities conspire to limit the success of 

voting blocks in translating preferences into policies. For example, in 1973 Janet 
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Gray Hays ran for (and was elected) mayor of San Jose. She ran an essentially no-

growth campaign, employing the slogan "Let's make San Jose better before we 

make it bigger." Yet, during her tenure in office, San Jose was the fastest growing 

city in the United States (Trounstine and Christensen 1982). 

 

17  Examples of rancorous protests that successfully halted policy actions are 

difficult to identify. On the other hand, numerous examples of unsuccessful 

protests come to mind, including the Clamshell Alliance's attempt to stop EPA 

approval of the Seabrook Nuclear Reactor in New Hampshire and the American 

Agricultural Movement's tractor cade in Washington, D.C., not to mention the 

race riots of the 1960s. This is consistent with Schumaker's (1975, 521) conclusion 

that "the effect of militancy may be overestimated by some scholars." 

 

18  Perhaps one of the best examples of this principle is the rise and fall of the 

homeless movement. As a result of nonviolent protest and persuasive argument, the 

nation came to view people as "the homeless" rather than as winos and bums; even 

more important, advocates for the homeless etched into the public consciousness 

the belief that the typical American family is only two paychecks away from 

homelessness. By the late 1980s, eradicating homelessness had achieved a place on 

the national agenda, and many cities sought ways to do their part to solve this 

American tragedy. But by the mid-1990s, the homeless were once again being 

viewed  as bums and winos, due in part to their aggressive panhandling of urban 

residents and visitors and their sometimes blatantly antisocial behavior and 

disregard for the sensibilities of those they came into contact with. 

 

19  In promoting the development of Harborplace in Baltimore, developer James 

Rouse met with fifty leading black ministers to convince them of the importance of 

the project for minority jobs and business opportunities in the inner city. Prior to 

the public vote on Harborplace, the black churches distributed 50,000 handbills 

supporting it; the referendum won approval (Frieden and Sagalyn 1989). 


