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Introduction

This volume uses the special vantage point of New York City to explore
the economic, political, and cultural facets of urban development in the
United States. While focusing on these themes within the city, it also
asks how developments in the nation’s largest and most important city
have helped shape broader patterns throughout this country and the
world. The contributors do not attempt to resolve long-standing debates
about the relative importance of economic, political, and cultural factors
in explaining social development, but they do try to frame the crucial
issues concerning the interaction of these factors during the mercantile,
industrial, and postindustrial transformations of New York City and the
larger society.

A number of methodological and substantive assumptions underlie
this effort. First, we believe that the emergence of modern, urban, post-
industrial society can be successfully understood only through a con-
scious analysis of the interplay among power, culture, and economic
structure; each dimension must be given its analytic due; and their inter-
sections must be explored. By contrast, the social science disciplines
have at best tended to abstract the realms of polity, economy, and cul-
ture from one another, and, at worst, have dismissed or assumed away
important interactions among them.

Admittedly, it is easier to assert the need for truly interdisciplinary
research than to bring to life a genuine dialogue among the disciplines.
The essays in this volume do not always transcend their disciplinary
origins. Nevertheless, this volume and the Social Science Research
Council’s Committee on New York City are committed to bringing eco-

xiii



Xiv  INTRODUCTION

nomic, political, and cultural perspectives into fuller engagement with
each other.

Our second point of departure is the belief that understanding society
requires a sense of place. The pursuit of generalizable results has some-
times led scholars to downplay the variations arising from the particu-
larities of place. Indeed, disciplinary specialization practically requires
the homogenization of space and place. But economics, politics, and
culture exist not in abstraction but in places, and socially constructed
places affect the interaction of social forces over time. To borrow a
metaphor from Herman Melville, places constitute the “loom of time”
upon which choice, constraint, and chance weave history.1 Places cer-
tainly result from past choices and conflicts, but they also constrain and
encourage future choices and conflicts, thus imparting a distinct pattern
to historical development.

A third, closely related assumption is that large cities have driven
nineteenth and twentieth century development and will probably con-
tinue to do so in the twenty-first century. The close link between urban-
ization and industrial capitalism makes the first part of this claim almost
self-evident. For the current period, this claim is more controversial. In
recent decades, the outward migration of jobs and population and the
rise of new urban centers have created the multinucleated metropolitan
realm to replace earlier, more self-contained central cities. We believe,
however, that large cities, understood in this new metropolitan context,
will continue to dominate human settlement patterns and that large
central cities will continue to produce system-changing trends.

Finally, we believe that New York is an ideal laboratory in which to
substantiate the validity and usefulness of our methodological assump-
tions. Its population and its annual budget exceed those of many na-
tions. Three-fourths of those who work in its economy live within its
political boundaries. For a century and a half, it has been North
America’s largest city, home to the largest concentration of corporate
headquarters, a global financial center, and the focus of an international
nexus of culture and communication. As the continent’s largest port,
New York was a leading point of connection with the outside world,
particularly Europe. Today, four-fifths of all transborder data-flows and
half of all international air cargo shipments pass through New York
City.
t%his nodal position in the national and global network of cities has
opened New York to a worldwide range of influences, whether Asian
and Caribbean emigration, foreign direct investment in the United
States, or avant-garde ideas in the arts. It is thus a study in cultural,
economic, and political contrasts. New York’s connections to the world
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have facilitated its role as a source of innovations—from mortgage-
backed securities to break dancing—that, in turn, strongly influence the
rest of the world. Perhaps more than other world cities, New York
intensifies and combines social forces, ranging in scale from local to
global, that elsewhere may be hidden, latent, or segregated from one
another.

In short, this volume argues that urban studies should be revived as a
fruitful and suggestive basis for the social sciences. The city gave birth to
the social sciences and motivated many classic studies, ranging from
Friedrich Engels on Manchester and Charles Booth on London to Robert
A. Dahl on New Haven. We believe a renewed urban focus can en-
lighten and enliven many of the most important issues currently engag-
ing social scientists.

Among these are such methodological and epistemological issues as
whether to rely upon individualist explanations, as opposed to more
holistic or systemic explanations, or whether to stress meaning and
interpretation, as in the work of Clifford Geertz, or whether to empha-
size causal explanation. By concentrating large numbers of different
kinds of people and social strata in close physical proximity, urban areas
provide fertile soil for contrasting and comparing these approaches.
Large cities also highlight a number of issues central to the theoretical
growth of the social sciences, including class formation, the develop-
ment of state capacities, and the mediation of economic trends by poli-
tics and culture.

How, for example, do rapid changes in economic structure influence
broad patterns of social and political stratification? The essays in this
volume delineate the enormous social, political, and cultural divisions
and revisions arising in what might be called the first, second, and third
industrial revolutions, or the mercantile, industrial, and postindustrial
eras. In each era, the creation of new social forms and the simultaneous
decay of old forms created an uneven and complicated impact across the
class structure.

How, given these complicated effects, have groups entering or being
created in the rapidly changing urban setting become incorporated into
the economy, polity, and culture? How can a common polity, a shared
civic culture, be created from so many distinct and conflicting streams?
Is the process characterized by upward mobility, a closed opportunity
structure, or both? What explains the fate of various groups? Is an
underclass a permanent feature of rapid periods of structural change?
New York City has constantly generated new inequalities, with new
groups clustered seemingly permanently at the bottom. Yet many of
these groups have improved their economic position over time through
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a complex political struggle. Intense political struggles have also taken
place between decaying economic forms, whether artisan production in
1810 or garment loft factories in the 1980s, and rising forms, such as the
nineteenth century factory system or the present-day growth of ad-
vanced corporate services.

The current theoretical interest in analyzing the evolution of state
capacity and autonomy can also be advanced through studies of New
York City. State intervention has fostered and shaped the city’s physical
and economic growth. This has been most obvious in large public capital
investments like the Erie Canal, the subway system, and Kennedy Air-
port, but it has also been true in more subtle ways. New York’s defeat of
Philadelphia’s Second Bank of the United States in 1836 provides an
example of how political advantage helped shaped financial markets not
only in New York but throughout the nation. Reciprocally, the concen-
tration of wealth and poverty in New York inevitably turns economic
trends into political issues. Class differences in New York have been
enormous for a century and a half, yet outbreaks of class violence or
class politics have been episodic at most. The essays in each section of
this volume show how political order and civic culture have mediated
economic tensions.

This mediation certainly took place outside the strictly political realm
as well. A common culture was forged out of disparate and competing
voices, in part because this culture expressed some cleavages among
groups while dampening others. Certain city spaces were delineated as
the turf of class and ethnic subcultures, while others developed a much
more public, heterogeneous character. This volume speculates on the
implicit rules governing the evolution of such spatial differentiation, and
on how these rules related to the political and economic dimensions of
power. From the debate over the creation of Central Park to conflict over
access to park space on the city’s rim 140 years later, New York City
offers much material for reflection on these issues.

A final, crucial theoretical question concerns the degree of and limits
to local autonomy. Anthony Giddens has written that the city was cen-
tral to social theory until the advent of the nation-state, which usurped
the city’s rights and powers. Much neoclassical and neo-Marxist think-
ing has reinforced this position. Leading economists, sociologists, and
political scientists have concluded that competition for investment pre-
vents cities from exercising political power over economic arrange-
ments, at least in terms of redistribution. Some neo-Marxists have
portrayed cities as the product of the mode of production and its discon-
tents, with local politics following the functional imperative of promot-
ing the former and suppressing the latter.
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Other scholars, drawing on what is an older tradition in the United
States, resist writing off local autonomy. The community-studies litera-
ture took for granted the importance of the urban realm. The Chicago
School of sociology saw the city as society writ small. While recognizing
that things change as the scale of analysis shifts from the nation to the
city, Robert Dahl’s classic study of New Haven and Browning, Marshall,
and Tabb’s recent prize-winning study of California cities recognize that
cities are places where larger forces can be affected as well as observed
and understood.? According to this view, despite the loss of authority to
higher jurisdictions and the vulnerability to global market and demo-
graphic trends, actions in urban polities can have real, systemic conse-
quences because they exercise real, if constrained, authority over core
economic and cultural activities.

New York City offers a test case for the relative theoretical sturdiness
of these two views. What city has been more subject to global forces of
economic and demographic change? Yet what city has attempted more
government intervention, whether through an elaborate local welfare
state, the regulation of housing markets, or the promotion of its own
economic expansion? The evidence in these essays can help us deter-
mine the extent to which cities use larger forces to chart their own course
or are merely subject to them.

Skeptics may challenge both the assumption that place-centered, in-
terdisciplinary, historical research is badly needed and the belief that
New York offers an excellent starting point for such work. New York
City’s distinctiveness may cause particular doubt about the latter point.
After all, New York City is an outlying case on many of the dimensions
often used to compare cities. It is older, larger, denser, and more het-
erogeneous than other American cities. It is more Roman Catholic than
most and more Jewish than any. It houses disproportionate numbers of
rich and poor alike. It has a larger public labor force, more kinds of
public services, and greater governmental regulation of housing markets
than other cities. And while New York City might be the nation’s most
cosmopolitan city, it also has parochial worlds like the Satmar Chas-
sidim in Williamsburg or the Italian-Americans of Bensonhurst. How,
then, can New York City be taken as representative of anything?

We believe that New York City is more archetypical than atypical. By
concentrating extremes, it reveals forces, trends, and conflicts that are
latent elsewhere. As a world city, it is among the first to feel trends
arising elsewhere. As a center of influential economic, political, and
cultural institutions, it creates and propagates widely felt innovations.
Despite decentralization and new sources of competition, it has been
economically dominant for more than a century. New York’s dispropor-



xviii INTRODUCTION

tionate influence on national political development continues today, de-
spite the city’s dwindling fraction of the national vote. From the political
machine (and its Progressive opponents) to the New Deal, the liberal
reforms of the 1960s, and the fiscal crisis of the 1970s, New York has
provided a template for national patterns. A third of all foundation
dollars, three national news operations, most of the leading magazine
and book publishers, two newspapers with a claim to national standing,
the main fine arts market, and many nationally significant cultural in-
stitutions are all located in New York City.

It is surprising, then, that New York has received so little comprehen-
sive scholarly attention. Numerous monographs have appeared on par-
ticular aspects of the city’s history, but they are fragmented and lack a
common theoretical focus. Scholars have produced more synthetic work
on Boston or Chicago, or even on New Haven, than on New York. A
quarter century has passed since the last comprehensive research pro-
gram on New York City’s political system or its economy. Even if the
skeptic rejects the claim that New York provides a basis for theoretical
development in the social sciences, the need for greater comprehensive
scholarly attention can hardly be denied.

E. B. White once wrote that “’by rights New York should have de-
stroyed itself long ago, from panic or fire or rioting or failure of some
vital supply line in its circulatory system or from some deep labyrinthine
short circuit.”® The essays in this volume do not achieve an analytic
synthesis of economics, politics, and culture in New York, but they do
suggest reasons why, for now, such a fate has been avoided.

In the essays opening the discussion of each period, Diane Lind-
strom, Emanuel Tobier, and Norman and Susan Fainstein provide am-
ple evidence that mercantile, industrial, and postindustrial economic
transformations posed major social challenges. Lindstrom shows that
overall economic growth was accompanied by increasing class inequal-
ity in the antebellum period. Tobier shows how the tremendous eco-
nomic drive at the turn of the century produced new tensions over land
use in the central business district and the expanding outer borough
housing markets. The Fainsteins in turn examine how state intervention
to reshape the city to promote corporate functions and metropolitan
decentralization generated new kinds of conflict. These essays give am-
ple evidence that economic development consistently produced sharp
conflict but never a fatal crisis.

One source of order may emerge from learning to live with disorder.
For the mercantile and industrial eras, cultural historians Peter G. Buck-
ley and William R. Taylor examine the cross-class use of public spaces,
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the forging of street life, and how the popular culture industry selected
aspects of that street culture and introduced them into national dis-
course. Sociologists William Kornblum and James Beshers follow this
theme into the contemporary period by examining the reconstituted
white ethnic enclaves along Jamaica Bay and their conflicts with emerg-
ing black and Hispanic communities over access to public spaces like the
Gateway National Recreation Area.

These essays suggest that the social construction of public space
has important consequences for economic, social, and political order.
Groups expend great energy to carve out and protect niches in a shared
spatial context. No group can completely dominate or control that
shared space, yet the rules of the game favor and protect some compet-
ing elements while dampening the expression of others. Order and
disorder are not polar conditions; order is built instead upon the particu-
lar way disorder takes place.

In the third essays for each period, political scientists Amy Bridges,
Martin Shefter, and I argue that the framework of political participation
also helps to harness conflict. For Bridges, the political interests of the
urban immigrant working class were defined by America’s (and New
York’s) great political invention—the professional political party or ma-
chine—because universal white male suffrage preceded the formation of
that class. Shefter traces how the nineteenth century machine-reform
dialectic was transposed into the relatively stable, and for a time uncon-
tested, pluralism of the 1950s and early 1960s. My essay analyzes how
the enormous economic, fiscal, and racial traumas of the late 1960s and
1970s affected the position of different groups in the political arena and
speculates on why it remained stable nonetheless.

The three last, reflective essays take up and reformulate issues em-
bedded in earlier sections. Thomas Bender argues for a renewed analytic
focus on public, civic culture and the social and physical spaces in which
it is generated as a way of overcoming weaknesses in the “new social
history.” I reflect on the paradox that political parties have decayed as a
means of representation at the same time that state efforts to shape the
physical environment have become more pervasive. Finally, Ira Katznel-
son takes a step back from empirical analysis to consider how major
social theorists have understood what the city meant and how its
growth in turn affected their thinking. In different ways, each essay
provides a comment on the relationships among power, culture, and
place.

These essays only begin to substantiate the assumptions that provide
the starting point for this volume. While reading the essays, the reader
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will want to think of them as open questions. Do culture, politics, and
economics really have an equally significant influence on New York’s
development? How do they intersect? Do the essays bear out the con-
tention that the particular shared spatial context helps shape how these
domains are woven together? What distinct pattern, if any, has New
York stamped on larger social trends? Has New York driven larger
development patterns or has it progressively lost ground to external
forces?

In the coming years, the Committee on New York City will pursue
the general issues raised here by focusing on the built environment,
metropolitan dominance, and the dual city. These topics have been
chosen because they allow economic, political, and cultural perspectives
to be brought to bear on central theoretical issues.

The working group on the built environment will examine how eco-
nomic and political developments, market forces, individual designers
and builders, city planners, and the diverse cultures of the city in-
teracted to give the city its physical shape. This group will examine not
only the making of the physical city but also its use and meaning. It will
explore the physical dimensions of topics that the two other groups are
analyzing, mindful of how such dimensions as class, gender, race, eth-
nicity, technology, and economic function are variously intermingled
and geographically segregated.

The effort to understand metropolitan dominance will study New
York’s “foreign policy”’—how New York has influenced the wider econ-
omy, political system, and culture despite frequent adverse changes in
its competitive environment. If New York institutions have fostered
important national economic, political, and cultural changes, then inves-
tigations of the activities of these institutions should reveal largely un-
explored relations between economic, political, and cultural develop-
ment. This working group will examine the impact of the current
reorganization of the global economic system on the relative standing of
New York and its elites.

The third research effort will analyze the economic, social, and polit-
ical ramifications of the current “postindustrial revolution.” Manufac-
turing decline, the rise of services, and internationalization of the city’s
businesses and population have been particularly rapid since the 1960s.
Racial and ethnic succession, the rise of new social strata and the decline
of old ones, and economic restructuring have posed severe challenges to
the city’s economy, polity, and civic culture. Trends toward polarization
and a new middle class are both evident, undermining old patterns of
inequality even as new ones are created. Though the main framework
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for this research will be contemporary, an effort will be made to contrast
findings with studies of earlier moments of economic transformation,
particularly the industrial revolution of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

We anticipate that subsequent volumes will flow from each of these
efforts and trust that they will build on this volume’s strengths while
avoiding its shortcomings.

John Hull Mollenkopf

1. Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Random House, [1851] 1950), 213.

2. Robert Dahl, Who Governs (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961); Rufus Browning,
Dale Marshall, and David Tabb, Protest Is Not Enough (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1984).

3. E. B. White, Here Is New York (New York: Harper, 1949), 24-25.
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The Mercantile Era






Economic Structure, Demographic
Change, and Income Inequality
in Antebellum New York

Diane Lindstrom

The years from 1815 to 1860 brought unprecedented and sweeping eco-
nomic change to the United States. Surging nonagricultural output ac-
celerated the nation’s underlying growth rate. Vigorous capital invest-
ment in new technologies fueled the rise of manufacturing and mining.
It also precipitated a sharp shift toward greater income and wealth in-
equality. By the eve of the Civil War, the distinctly modern patterns of
industrialization, rapid economic growth, and substantial income in-
equality were fully shaped.

This transformation vitally affected American cities. Urban areas in-
creasingly attracted nonagricultural employment; cities had traditionally
housed services, but now they began to accommodate growing shares of
manufacturing. They could not provide the requisite labor force out of
their own natural increase in population. Given relatively low fertility
and high infant and child mortality rates, urban growth depended on
immigration. The waves of foreign and domestic migrants in turn
greatly altered urban demography and economy. In the 1840s and 1850s,
they fueled the highest decennial rate of urbanization ever experienced
in the United States. The mix of age, sex, and skills among migrants also
exacerbated inequality.

This essay traces the relationships among economic structure, demo-
graphic change, and inequality within the nation’s largest city, New
York. After reviewing New York’s population history, it turns to the
issues of sectoral growth and employment, particularly the relative con-
tributions of commerce and industry. An examination of New York’s

3
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occupational mix in 1855 highlights the demand for skills. A series of net
migration estimates outlines the labor market response. Finally, relying
on recent research on income equality, the essay speculates on the im-
pact of structural change on individual well-being.

The Rise of New York

Around the year 1803, the population of New York City surpassed that
of Philadelphia, and New York City has never relinquished its claim to
the title of the nation’s largest city. Table 1.1 presents New York’s suc-
cess against other seaboard centers, against all U.S. urban areas, and
against the nation as a whole. Compared with its seaport rivals, New
York’s growth spurted in the 1790s. The events of the first two decades
of the nineteenth century evidently affected the great Eastern seaports
more or less equally, since they all grew at roughly the same rate. But
beginning in the 1820s, New York pulled away from its rivals, topping
one million people on the eve of the Civil War.

By most measures, New York enjoyed spectacular growth. Except for
the 1810s, a poor decade for all cities, New York roughly doubled the
national rate of population increase. Excluding new entrants to the ur-
ban system in the last two antebellum decades, New York accounted for
a whopping 22 percent of the national urban population growth in the
1840s and 1850s.” Other large cities shared some of this success. John
Sharpless and Allan Pred cogently argue that if we view cities as com-
petitors for migrants, “the very largest cities were—on the average—
capturing 2V times their just share of the total increase in the nation’s
urban population in the decades immediately prior to the Civil War.””? In
sum, while several cities grew to extraordinary size, articulating the
urban system, New York outdistanced the others to attain a secure place
at the top of the urban hierarchy.

Economic Structure

Historians have traditionally linked urban economic with urban demo-
graphic growth. In New York’s case, they have emphasized how the city
became the nation’s ““commercial emporium.” By 1800, New York was
the nation’s leading port. Over the next sixty years, it tightened its grip
on America’s interregional and international trade. Nonetheless, New
York’s growth required more than commercial supremacy. Despite Al-



oL —1*sn-dog g -dog _
01 — 14w 'dog A 'dog  ?
‘9¢ ,,‘uonenrodsuel] ssep
jo s8uruur8ag ayJ,, ‘10jfe], 9ag "Iafreurs APYSis a1om saLrepuUNOq Y3 ‘0081 PUe 06T 10 OF8I JO S SaLIepUNoq I3y} YIm SUMO) snondpuod ay
‘uoysog 10§ pue ‘A&junod a3y “erydjapemy ] 105 ‘8681 Ut pajerodIodut sySnoroq mojy ayj ‘I0X MaN I0§ :sqingns SUIMO[[O] a3 Spnul ejep IsayL,
"9€ :(9961 JoUIWING) T Au0isiH Jo [pusnof uvtuosyjuug 2y ,,‘edUsUry weqin) ur uogenodsuer] sse jo sSuruurag sy, ‘wopr
pue ‘[1¢ (2961 1oquuaydag) Asosstp] amuouosy Jo jpuinof 03y Kemyrey sy Sutpadard Yimolo ueqin) uedlpury,, ‘Iojfe], s1a8oy 281099 :a04nog

gge 6°GE YAr4 'ye 1°€€ ¥9¢ 8¥¢ uonendod ‘SN
'8 G'89 vov L'6E Vi 1°66 19¢ uojsog
¥°8¢ ¥'8a L9¢ YAVAY [Ar#4 €78 9°6€ erydppemyg
%8°89 %0°8Z %Y°19 %€ 65 %0°LT %6°L6 %L°T8 JI0X MaN
a8ueyd jJuadIag
<00 FAN] ¥0°0 €0°0 €0 — r4Al] 00°0 awwcm.au JuauraiduU]
GEL'88T 24680 £€0°¥TL $4E'88 L¥T'E9 ¥59'6% LE6'VT 0z€’8tL uojsoq
$0°0 A0 70 S0°0 Y A 6€0 ¥0°0 L28uryd juawsnuy
675699 794°80% ££0°8ST 164881 L60°LET 012211 65519 960°V¥ erydppemyg
.0 120 170 0€'0 0 — 1S°0 0€0 L3ueyp Juawanuy
6LL VLT S11'969 FII'16€ 8LT'THT 950°ZS1 ¥eL'61T S19°09 Ier'ee JI0X MON
»0981 20881 0781 »0€81 #0281 20181 0081 0641 LD

098I—06.L1 ‘sqInqng 113y pue ‘uojsog pue ‘erydapefiyd 10X maN 10§
aseanU] jo sajey [eruuadd(q pue ‘areys uonendod *S°n ur Judwany] ‘uoneindod 1'T 3[qelL



6 THE MERCANTILE ERA

lan Pred’s label of the “mercantile city era,” New York also created a
strong and viable manufacturing sector during this era.

Customs data attest to New York’s commercial success. Table 1.2
shows imports and exports at the state level for the antebellum era. New
York led by the 1790s, and the gap between New York and its rivals
widened right up to the eve of the Civil War. New York’s share of
domestic exports never approached that of its imports, largely because
of Southern shipments of cotton directly to Europe. The import data
merit close attention. New York’s share of all U.S. imports rose from less
than one-quarter in the 1790s to better than two-thirds by the 1850s. In
contrast, Pennsylvania’s trade dwindled steadily. The completion of the
Delaware and Raritan Canal in the 1830s enabled many Philadelphia
merchants to import their foreign goods via New York. Similarly, in
1848, the Cunard Line shifted its western terminus from Boston to New
York. These events signaled New York’s hegemony over its immediate
rivals. Boston might sustain an East Indian trade and Baltimore a Latin
American commerce, but New York dominated. By the 1850s, its share
of foreign imports to the United States exceeded that of the four great
Eastern seaports combined in 1800. New York had become the distribu-
tion center for the East, South, and West.

Superior access to foreign and particularly English goods, credit, and
information underwrote New York’s commercial supremacy. “All
[foreign goods] dwarfed into insignificance in comparison with textiles,
which, as Britain’s chief article of export and the United States’ chief
article of importation, towered above all else in the world of com-
merce.”® New York enjoyed a virtual monopoly; in 1860, when the
United States imported $120 million of textiles, some $101 million en-
tered New York.? Thus, even in the antebellum period, merchants
throughout the country flocked to New York to purchase their stock of
textiles and most other foreign wares.

New York’s control over the expansion of commerce depended on
major improvements in transportation and communication. Foreign
trade, however important, became less of a factor over time. Robert
Lipsey estimates that the share of U.S. exports in the national income
fell from 10 to 15 percent in the 1790s to 6 percent in the 1850s.”> When
canals, steamboats, and railroads slashed overland transport costs and
times, a revolution occurred in domestic commerce. With greatly re-
duced shipping charges, farmers produced more crops for markets and
used the resulting higher cash income to purchase goods they formerly
made themselves. This multiplied the quantity of goods in trade. Trans-
port advances also facilitated information flows. The sheer volume of
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8 THE MERCANTILE ERA

business travel ensured the dissemination of economic information.
News circulated much more quickly with innovations in postal, news-
paper, and telegraph services.

Allen Pred argues that this revolution in transportation and com-
munications reinforced the advantage of those in the existing urban
system and of New York in particular.® Declining freight costs extended
large city market areas, often undermining urban growth along the im-
proved transport lines and encouraging it at the termini. Goods moving
longer distances were likely to be routed through major centers. New
York not only garnered more trade, it enjoyed earlier and greater access
to information. New York had the most vessels in trade with European
and Southern ports. In the North, canal boats, railroads, and packets
constantly plied the trade routes so that New York merchants quickly
learned of new business opportunities. Pred calculates that by the early
1850s, the city was the destination of several million business trips.” It
accounted for 18 percent of national newspaper circulation and 22 per-
cent of letters mailed, but for only 2 percent of the population.® New
York had become the national center, relegating other cities to regional
and subregional status.

Commercial supremacy fostered financial leadership. Philadelphia’s
loss of federal deposits in the Second Bank of the United States signaled
a shift in banking preeminence from Chestnut Street to Wall Street. By
1861, New York’s banking capital of $72 million far exceeded Philadel-
phia’s $12 million and Boston’s $34 million.” Similar if not equivalent
success came in fire and marine insurance.' By the 1850s, the New York
Stock Exchange was attracting those who wished to trade in securities,
particularly those of the railroads.

These well-known elements are only part of the story, however. Tra-
ditionally, historians have tended to assume that industrialization drove
urbanization only after the Civil War. Census data indicate, however,
that manufacturing had long been a major contributor to urban income
and the prime source of urban employment. When asked to report sec-
toral employment, 73 percent of New Yorkers in 1820 listed manufactur-
ing.!! The proportion fell over time to 68 percent in 1840, and 33 percent
in 1860. But this precipitous decline must be viewed with caution since
the early enumerations allowed only three sectors of employment (ag-
riculture, commerce, and manufactures). New York, like most cities,
“was no less committed to manufacturing enterprise in the early de-
cades of the century than after the Civil War.”2

Even if manufacturing had occupied a preponderant share of the
labor force before 1840, Allan Pred suggests that its growth depended
upon the commercial sector.
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Urban industries, almost without exception, either processed import or
export commodities . . . [entrep6t manufactures] or provided printed ma-
terials, ships and other capital goods vital to the perpetuation of trade . . .
[commerce-serving manufactures] or catered to the household and con-
struction demands of the local mercantile population and the classes serv-
ing that population [local market manufactures].’®

Table 1.3 shows that this assertion does not hold in New York for 1840,
the end point of Pred’s mercantile city era, when relatively robust data
are available." Roughly one-third of manufacturing was commercially
stimulated, while the remainder consisted of local market output. This
table and the employment data permit the inference that New York did
not make a later shift from commerce to manufacturing but relied
heavily upon manufacturing and handicrafts in its early, pre-1840 devel-
opment. Indeed, commercially stimulated manufacturing became more,
not less, important in the period from 1840 to 1860.

Table 1.3 reveals extraordinarily rapid growth. Per capita value-added
in manufacturing probably doubled between 1840 and 1860. The selec-
tion of 1840 implies a bias since it was a depression year. Still, these
figures attest to vigorous growth, particularly in textiles and apparel,
which became the city’s largest industry. The ready-made clothing in-
dustry boomed in the late antebellum period, and printing and publish-
ing also rose rapidly, challenging foods for second place. The decline in
leather’s share defies ready explanation.

By the standards of the day, New York housed large and efficient
manufacturing firms. On the whole, its individual businesses had larger
capitalization, more output, and more employees than the national aver-
age." If efficiency is defined simply as more value-added per unit of
labor or capital, New York bested the national average in both catego-
ries. Such size and efficiency follow from the city’s huge market area: it
paid to invest in the most technologically advanced machinery and to
run it more often.

According to Dorothy Brady, large urban industries made major con-
tributions to American industrialization.'® They introduced and diffused
new lines of manufactures. By the 1820s, the seaports had become cen-
ters of capital goods production. Finally, they initiated mass production
of consumer goods. Seaport cities offered their manufacturers the latest
information, superior access to capital, and the most highly skilled
craftsmen.

The defects of census enumeration prevent an exact tracing of sectoral
growth in New York’s income and employment, but crude income sta-
tistics can be constructed for 1840.'” They indicate that some $19 million
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Table 1.3 Value-Added in New York County Manufacturing, 1840 and
1860s (expressed as a percentage of total value added)

1840 1860
Entrepot
Foods 8.2 11.9%
Tobacco 1.0 1.6
Wood products 1.8 4.0
Leather products 11.2 5.1
Total 22.2 22.6
Commerce-serving
Printing and publishing 7.4 11.3
Paper 0.2 1.7
Transportation equipment 3.1 2.9
Total 10.7 15.9
Local market
Textiles and apparel 13.8 19.5
Furniture 5.3 4.0
Chemicals 6.5 3.5
Stone, clay, and glass 4.4 3.1
Metals 7.0 7.4
Machinery 7.4 7.7
Miscellaneous 22.7 16.3
Total 67.1 61.5
Total Value-Added $12,054,000-$20,374,000 $65,417,338
Per Capita $38.55-$65.15 $80.40

Source: Secretary of State, Compendium, 1840 (Washington, D.C., 1841), 131-37; and Secre-
tary of the Interior, Manufactures of the United States, 1860 (Washington, D.C., 1865), 379-
84.

“Includes lumber.

to $21 million originated in commerce, another $2 million in navigation,
and $11 million to $12 million in manufacturing. Commerce brought in
more income, but these data do not indicate that it necessarily employed
more New Yorkers. Commerce required massive stocks of capital tied
up in goods in transit and inventory, while manufacturing depended
upon labor. So in these value-added statistics, which measure the joint
contributions of capital and labor, commerce absorbed more of the for-
mer and manufacturing more of the latter. Neither sector explained the
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growth of the other, but when combined they generated tremendous
increases in New York’s income and employment.®

The Labor Force

In pursuing the relationship between urban economic growth and de-
mographic change, we would like to know not only the intensity of
sectoral demands for labor, but also their preference in terms of ethnic-
ity, gender, and skills. Labor markets were segmented even in the for-
mative period as identifiable groups filled defined occupational niches.
To capture this process over time would require census-type data span-
ning the period and listing basic demographic detail, occupational title,
and wage (as a proxy for skill) for each worker. Unfortunately such data
do not exist; the best that can be retrieved readily are the occupational
statistics for New York County in 1855. Table 1.4 summarizes the job
titles by sector and reports every title with at least 1,000 workers.

The table sheds considerable light upon the issue of employment
multipliers. Though economists, geographers, and historians debate the
relative importance of commerce and manufacturing, these two sectors
combined did not employ half of New York’s labor force in 1855. With a
labor force share of 37 percent, manufacturing was the largest of the
categories in the table. Trade occupied about 10 percent, roughly the
same amount as three other categories—transportation, construction,
and other services except household. The single largest occupational
title was servant; it constituted some 16 percent of the entire county
labor force. The primary sector, farming and forestry, had all but disap-
peared. So, with some 60 percent of its workers in the services, New
York was, in 1855, as it had been in the late colonial period, preemi-
nently a service economy."?

These sectoral data permit some tentative observations about the de-
mand for skills. Agriculture, transportation, and private households em-
ployed the unskilled. Excluding clerks, 30 percent of these categories
were unskilled. Trade and other professional services attracted the
skilled, but these sectors still had less than 20 percent skilled workers. In
between lay construction and manufacturing. Their high wages suggest
that most construction workers ought to be considered skilled. Manufac-
turing defies simple generalization, since it contains more than 150 occu-
pational titles. A perusal of the titles in Table 1.4 shows a preponderance
of unskilled jobs. Summing these crude estimates, roughly two-thirds of
New York’s labor force in 1855 seems to have worked at essentially
unskilled jobs.
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Table 1.4 Distribution of Employment in New York County, 1855

Sector Number Total (Percent)
Primary

Fisheries, forests, farms 674 3
Construction

Carpenters 6,901

Masons 3,634

Painters 3,400
TOTAL (including unenumerated) 16,963 8.7
Manufacturing

Bakers 2,856

Blacksmiths 2,611

Bookbinders 1,365

Boot and shoe makers 6,745

Butchers 2,643

Cabinet makers 2,606

Coopers 1,018

Dressmakers 7,436

Hat and cap makers 1,422

Machinists 1,714

Milliners 1,585

Printers 1,901

Ship carpenters, etc. 1,146

Stone and marble cutters 1,755

Tailors 12,609

Tobacco manufacturers 1,996
TOTAL (including unenumerated) 71,900 36.9
Transportation, Communication, and

Other Public Utilities

Boatmen 1,004

Carters and draymen 5,338

Drivers 1,741

Porters 3,052

Sailors 4,717
TOTAL (including unenumerated) 18,266 9.4
Wholesale and Retail Trade, Finance,

Insurance and Real Estate

Dealers (unspecified) 1,025

Grocers 4,079

Merchants 6,001

Peddlers 1,889
TOTAL (including unenumerated) 19,675 10.1
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Table 1.4 (continued)

Sector Number Total (Percent)

Other Services (except household)

Boardinghouse keepers 1,014

Lawyers 1,112

Physicians 1,252

Police 1,164

Teachers 1,268
TOTAL (including unenumerated) 16,239 8.3
Private Household and Miscellaneous

Clerks 13,897

Laborers 2,592

Laundresses 2,563

Servants 31,749
TOTAL (including unenumerated) 50,936 26.2

Source: New York State Census, 1855, 178-95.

Large cities provided unusual opportunities for female employment,
even if women encountered a segregated labor market. Unfortunately,
the published censuses list occupation by gender only in the manufac-
turing sector. According to the 1860 count, 27 percent of New York
County’s manufacturing workers were women.?® Almost three-quarters
of them worked in just one of the twenty standard industrial
classifications (SICs), apparel, mostly in the burgeoning men’s clothing
industry.?! The other major SICs employing women were printing and
publishing (accounting for 6 percent of women in manufacturing) and
miscellaneous (7 percent). More than 85 percent of all women, but only
38 percent of all men, worked in these three sectors.

Women were even more crowded in the service sector. Some were
boardinghouse keepers and teachers, but Table 1.4 suggests that their
numbers must have been modest. The main source of income for the
majority of women workers was domestic service, employing 32,000, or
8,000 more than the total female labor force in manufacturing. Laun-
dresses ranked third behind service and the sweated trades. Probably
nine out of ten female workers fell into the unskilled category. But they
did find jobs. In the nation, only one of ten women worked for pay, but
in New York the proportion was almost one out of three.?

Similar, if less rigorous, segregation may be inferred for the ethnic
population. Studies of antebellum Boston and Philadelphia show strong
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variations in sectoral employment by place of birth.”® The native-born
found work in construction, transportation, trade, government, and
professional service. The non-Irish foreign-born tended to concentrate
in the first two areas and manufacturing. Together, the Germans and
the American-born “dominated the most desirable skilled occupa-
tions.”?* The Irish were mired in personal service, day labor, carting,
and lesser manufactures such as handloom weaving. New York proba-
bly replicated these patterns, especially since 84 percent of the foreign-
born were either Irish (53 percent) or German (31 percent) on the eve of
the Civil War.? Sex ratio statistics support such an inference. While
German men exceeded their female counterparts (64,000 to 56,000), Irish
women, the backbone of domestic service, outnumbered Irish men
(117,000 to 87,000).

Migration

A natural population increase alone could not satisfy the enormous
demand for labor produced by urban economic growth. To achieve the
population growth described earlier, New York relied heavily upon im-
migration. This section uses forward census survival techniques to offer
age- and sex-specific net migration estimates for New York County be-
tween 1810 and 1860.%¢ It then speculates as to how this migrant influx
altered the age, gender, and ethnic distribution of the population.

Table 1.5 shows extraordinary rates of immigration. Except for the
1810s, when cities in the aggregate did not increase their share of na-
tional population, migration accounted for two-thirds to four-fifths of
New York’s population growth. As we would expect, it peaked in the
1840s, as famine and revolution rocked Europe. Two contradictory
biases in these data should be noted. Because these data encompass a
decade, and because conservative mortality estimates were selected,
these statistics underestimate actual migration.”’ However, they mea-
sure only the potential labor force, those aged ten to sixty in the first
observation period. Since children under ten are highly likely to be
native-born, generalization from the labor force to the entire population
would overestimate the migrant share. Even allowing for these biases,
Table 1.5 shows high rates of net immigration. By contrast, Kelley and
Williamson report that the net immigrant share amounted to only 39.3
percent of total urban population increase in less developed countries
during the dynamic 1960s.%

Table 1.6 describes net migration by age and sex. Between 1810 and
1860, an overwhelming proportion of the immigrants were young
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Table 1.5 Share of Population Increase in New York County
Attributable to Net Migration*

1810-1820  1820-1830  1830-1840 1840-1850  1850-1860

Male 28.9% 72.0% 72.5% 84.9% 78.7%
Female 22.3 62.9 66.4 75.9 73.4
AVERAGE 25.2 67.2 69.3 80.6 75.8
Increase in Population
Male 6,328 18,939 32,883 64,801 69,999
Female 7,791 20,711 34,859 59,339 85,674

Source: Lindstrom, “Northeastern Migration, 1810-1860.”
*10>20-20>30 to 50>60-60>70 only.

adults. According to the last column, almost three-quarters of the male
and four-fifths of the female migrants arrived in New York County
during their teens and twenties. The impact of this youthful influx ap-
pears clearly in the census: from 1830 on, New York County had more
people in their twenties than in their teens. Moreover, the number of net
migrants in this age category exceeded their cohort who had been New
York residents for a decade.

If New York drew the young, the middle-aged looked elsewhere. The
final column in Table 1.6 shows that the proportion of migrants fell off
quickly with age, rising only slightly for the last category, those in their
fifties or sixties. Negative signs appear sporadically for the thirty-to-
forty-year-olds, which means that these ages saw more outmigrants
than immigrants. Perhaps these prime age adults had accumulated their
grubstake and moved West, or they may have taken their skills to an-
other urban site. In any event, relatively few people between twenty-
five and fifty-five sought residence in New York. This would appear to
confirm a conclusion drawn from the occupational profile: most urban
jobs were for the unskilled with modest chances for advancement.

Finally, Table 1.6 shows a rise in the migration rates of the older
population. While their absolute numbers appear small in comparison to
the migrant stream, they came to constitute a sizable share of their age
cohort. One wonders why the aged would migrate to New York, where
mortality rates for their age group were so high, unless the city offered
employment or housing with their mature children. The elderly com-
plete a U-shaped pattern, which emphasizes immigration of both the
youthful and the aged.
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Table 1.6 Age-Specific Migration Rates and Sex Ratios
for New York County, 1810-1860

Percentage
Total
Migrants
1810-1820 1820-1830 1830-1840 1840-1850 1850-1860 1810-1860°

Male
5>10-15>20 30.7%"* 21.8% 45.1% 30.2%
10>20-20>30  34.6% 98.5 109.5 169.9 94.5 73.3
20>30-30>40 —9.6 36.2 32.7 37.3 27.7 24.2
30>40-40>50 -6.0 1.7 -7.6 7.0 6.0 1.8
40>50-50>60 —17.6 -14.3 -83 14.1 -5.2 - .8
50>60-60>70  46.6 -10.2 0.9 33.5 10.9 15
Average’ 7.3 42.2 43.4 62.1 34.8
Female
5>9-15>19 51.1% 44.0% 57.9% 41.2%
10>20-20>30  19.1% 77.5 105.6 141.7 109.9 84.6
20>30-30>40 -2.7 28.4 10.8 6.8 13.3 10.5
30>40-40>50 4.4 7.3 -3.4 3.1 5.2 1.8
40>50-50>60 ~15.2 -4.8 3.6 13.8 3.8 1.0
50>60-60>70  29.2 2.0 9.4 24.0 18.4 21
Average® 6.9 37.6 38.9 46.5 38.2
Sex Ratios
(number of females for every 100 males)
1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860
Age
10>20 113.3 118.4 115.9 121.2 116.5 107.2
20>30 91.6 100.1 105.7 112.8 108.4 125.6
30>40 90.7 99.2 95.0 88.8 88.2 96.6
40>50 93.0 101.7 105.5 100.2 86.3 88.3
50>60 101.4 98.3 116.1 122.4 102.6 97.0
60>70 102.2 99.1 123.8 139.6 126.1 121.5
Average 9.1 105.5 107.3 108.7 102.9 106.7

Source: Diane Lindstrom, “Northeastern Net Migration, 1810-1860" (Paper presented at
the Columbia University Seminar in Economic History, 1983), Table 22.

210>20-20>30 to 50>60-60>70 only. For a description of the derivation and interpreta-
tion of the statistics, see notes 27 and 28.
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New York’s migration patterns show greater gender balance than
would be anticipated, since two-thirds of New England’s outmigrants
and American immigrants were male.?® According to Table 1.5, male im-
migrants only slightly exceeded female between 1810 and 1840. The
1840s brought a surplus of 8,500 males, the 1850s a surplus of 7,800
females. Clearly, cities kept more than their “just” share of migrating
females, tipping the urban gender balance. For every 100 males, the
nation as a whole had 95 to 97 females; New York had 99 to 109. Table
1.6 again shows a U-shaped pattern, this time for sex ratios, as women
substantially outnumbered men in the age ranges of ten to twenty and
sixty to seventy. The first peak primarily reflects higher rates of female
immigration, the second represents both higher migration and male
mortality. These data, then, highlight the propensity for women, who
initially were less inclined to migrate, to move to and remain in New
York. They probably left home seeking marriage or employment,
neither of which appeared likely in their rural area or town. In spite of a
highly segregated market that allocated few well-paying jobs to their
sex, New York did provide employment. This, in turn, explains the high
female labor force participation rate observed in New York County.

By the end of the period, New York was populated largely by the
foreign-born. Given the port’s role in international trade, New York
naturally became the center of immigration. Albion reported that 69
percent of all immigrants between 1821 and 1860 arrived at the city’s
docks, a statistic higher than New York’s share of national imports or
tonnage.** By the 1855 State Census, 51 percent of the New York County
population had been born abroad.>! Nearly 37 percent were born in New
York County, but many were the children of immigrants. That left less
than 12 percent of the population who came from areas in the United
States outside New York County. This domestic migration was drawn
largely from nearby states; of the 12 percent, 5 percent were born in New
York, 2 percent in New Jersey, and 1 percent each in Connecticut, Mas-
sachusetts, and Pennsylvania.

The foreign-born probably crowded out potential domestic migrants.
This appears to be particularly true for unskilled labor, which would be
provided by either American farm children or the foreign-born. The
Irish, who tended to remain in New York, filled both male and female
unskilled slots. Germans met success in more skilled markets, but so too
did the native-born. While their numbers were modest, Albion stressed
their importance: “All of [the merchant princes], however, whether
born in England, France, Holland, Long Island, or New York City itself,
were swamped by the mighty invasion of business and maritime talent
from New England in general and Connecticut in particular.””>? “New
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Englanders not only beat the old New Yorkers at the commercial game,
but had the effrontery to boast about it.””%?

Inequality

Sectoral, migration, and occupational statistics all point to substantial
urban wealth and income inequality. Economists have put cities at the
heart of American inequality. For example, Robert Gallman notes that in
1860, while the top 1 percent of families held 24 percent of U.S. wealth,
the top 1 percent in the cotton South held 30 percent, and the top 1
percent in three large sample cities controlled 45 percent.* This should
occasion little surprise; most of the youthful influx to New York must
have been, in economists’ terms, near-zero wealth holders. Changes
within manufacturing towards more capital and higher technology wid-
ened the skilled-unskilled wage gap. And the sector characterized by the
highest level of income inequality, the services, grew rapidly through-
out the period. Increasing concentration of income and wealth did not
mean that the poor became poorer, rather that their position, when
judged in comparison to those above them, had worsened.

Jeffrey Williamson has analyzed antebellum urban inequality.>® He
finds that real unskilled wages rose a healthy 61.6 percent (or 1.21 per-
cent annually) between 1820 and 1860.% This testifies to the beneficial
effects of long-term growth upon material well-being. But the urban
inequality index showed a dramatic shift from an index of 110 (Jeffer-
sonian democracy equals 100) in 1816 to more than 180 in 1856.%” “In
four short decades, the American Northeast was transformed from the
‘Jeffersonian ideal’ to a society more typical of developing economies
with wide pay differentials and, presumably, marked inequality in the
distribution of wage income.””?® Williamson decomposed his inequality
index into income and expenditure effects. The income side traced nom-
inal pay ratios—that is, the skilled wage divided by the unskilled wage.
For the expenditure series, Williamson constructed cost-of-living indices
for the urban unskilled, skilled, and rich. Each consumed a different
market basket composed of food, clothing, and servants. Most of the
antebellum surge in inequality came from the income side as the skilled-
unskilled wage gap widened. Some could be attributed to expenditures,
as the cost of necessities rose slightly more rapidly than that of luxuries.

The inequality index climbed unevenly. Williamson summarized:

Nominal pay differentials rose by 23.7 percent from 1820 to 1836. An
application of the “rich” and unskilled cost of living indices to the nominal



ECONOMIC STRUCTURE IN ANTEBELLUM NEW YORK 19

pay structure suggests that real pay differentials rose by 37.3 percent
over the same sixteen years. . . . In contrast, nominal pay differential
stabilized in the early forties, but cost-of-living movements reinforced this
tendency too. While nominal pay differentials rose by only 1 percent be-
tween 1836 and 1844, in real terms they declined by 12 percent. The story
is repeated during the second epic surge in nominal inequality following
1844. While nominal pay differentials increased by 21.5 percent during this
second wave of industrialization, they rose in real terms by an incredible
34.5 percent, roughly matching the pre-1836 period.>

The unskilled not only found themselves poorer in a comparative sense,
but in some years became absolutely poorer. In 1856, the real wage of
the urban unskilled had declined to four-fifths of its 1844 level.*’ More-
over, “all of the excessive rise in the poor’s cost of living (over and above
that of the rich) between 1844 and 1856 can be attributed to the relative
rise in food prices.”’*!

These striking statistics may well minimize inequality, since housing
costs are not included in the market basket. Rents must have soared
with massive migration. As only 2 percent of New Yorkers held land,
most had to rent.*? Even here, the differential between the rich (and/or
skilled) and unskilled cost of living widened. Looking at forty devel-
oping countries, Kelley and Williamson found that although both urban
luxury and squatter rents rose, the latter climbed more rapidly.** Poor
New Yorkers may have evaded the effect of rising rents by doubling-up;
which nevertheless constituted a decline in their living standard.

Wealth differences could have been even larger. The migration statis-
tics identified an influx of propertyless young and the exit of much
smaller numbers of people with some property in their thirties and
forties. Edward Pessen confirmed this; he calculated that the share of
nonbusiness wealth held by the city’s top 4 percent climbed from 49
percent in 1828 to 66 percent in 1845.*

Conclusion

The threads of economic structure, demographic change, and economic
inequality can be tied together neatly. Commercial supremacy and
quickening industrialization created jobs and pulled up wages, which in
turn explain the enormous migration into New York County. Seeking
the unskilled, urban employers attracted foreigners, women, and the
young. This altered the original urban demographic profile and contrib-
uted to the unprecedented surge in income inequality. The waves of
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newcomers, especially in the 1840s and 1850s, must have depressed
unskilled wages. But economic development appeared to be far more
significant in accounting for inequality, as it handsomely rewarded
those with skills and capital. Finally, income inequality surged forward
in two episodes. The first occurred in 1820 to 1836, the second from 1844
to 1856.

Why this trend toward increasing inequality prompted only modest
discontent is a matter for speculation. On the one hand, one might offer
a “rising tide lifts all boats” explanation. Real incomes rose for skilled
and unskilled alike. The middle and upper classes, who enjoyed tre-
mendous improvements in their well-being, could now purchase an
abundance of goods and services. They began an exodus from the
crowded city center, isolating themselves from the increasingly foreign
poor. If these favored groups did not achieve all of their economic aspi-
rations, they could migrate elsewhere or anticipate their children’s suc-
cesses. Furthermore, New York’s abundant jobs provided unusual op-
portunities for the unskilled. The foreign-born experienced sharp
onetime gains over their home-country conditions. One need only
reflect upon the options available in Ireland or the German states during
the 1840s.

But this explanation is too facile. If average incomes rose at unprece-
dented rates, they exhibited sharp variations. Surely the unskilled rec-
ognized the decline in their living standard during the late 1840s and the
early 1850s. Yet the most riotous period occurs in the Civil War era. Why
so late? At least part of the answer lies in the demographic and occupa-
tional profiles presented here. The unskilled usually entered jobs with-
out traditions of organized protest. Even when they joined the crafts,
they encountered hostility from those already there who saw them as
competitors pulling down wages. Unions performed poorly in the ante-
bellum years anyway, forming in tight labor markets and disappearing
during depressions. More important, the bulk of the unskilled fell into
three overlapping categories: the young, the foreign-born, and females.
Their basic characteristics mitigated against class consciousness in re-
publican America. So protest tended to take individualized forms: row-
diness, delinquency, or emigration.

New York City differed from other large Northern cities only by the
scale of change. All witnessed historically rapid demographic growth
fed by immigration. Their economies prospered with growing and in-
creasingly specialized hinterlands. Large-scale manufacturing firms
tended to locate outside the center city to secure water power or to enjoy
lower land rents. This hastened the process of suburbanization as well
as increasing the commitment of cities to services and light industry.
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Lastly, the premium upon capital and skills more than the influx of
immigrants made extraordinary inequality a hallmark of urban America.
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Culture, Class, and Place
in Antebellum New York

Peter G. Buckley

New York City witnessed changes of unprecedented scale between 1820
and 1860. The dimensions of this demographic, economic, and spatial
transformation have been finely sketched by Diane Lindstrom, among
others. This period encompassed the highest decennial rate of urbaniza-
tion ever experienced by an American city: an almost ninefold increase
in population, from a town containing 120,000 people to a metropolitan
area of over one million. New York established and maintained both
mercantile and manufacturing supremacy over its rivals, Baltimore,
Philadelphia, and Boston. The early introduction of regular packet lines
secured a near monopoly of information encounters with Europe. The
line of residential settlement moved from Canal Street to Thirty-third
Street, and the city annexed, economically if not legally, the sleepy
village of Brooklyn.!

Such changes in scale tend to disguise equally significant changes in
social structure through the years of what used to be called the Jackson-
ian Revolution. By 1860 nearly half the city’s population was foreign-
born—200,000 from Ireland alone. Inequalities of wealth, income, and
perhaps opportunity were widening. Changes in the labor market, espe-
cially in the consumer goods trade, fractured the artisanal system of
production, for the first time aligning the interests of masters against
those of journeymen.?

Population and riches were spread unevenly over the procrustean
grid of new streets laid out in the Commissioners Plan of 1811. As New
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York marched “uptown,” it crystallized into its differing social con-
stituents and functions. Notable pockets of destitution appeared at the
Five Points, just north of City Hall, and at the waterfronts. The Fifteenth
Ward, surrounding Washington Square, contained the most visible and
extensive area of luxury housing for the elite. The recent historiography
of local politics, grounded in Edward Pessen’s careful analysis of the
links between wealth and office holding, suggests that the elite’s control
of political power was not entirely overturned, despite the extension
and widespread exercise of the suffrage. By 1860, New York’s society
thus seems to have had little left of the “‘Era of the Common Man."”?

This portrait of a divided city contrasts sharply with the established
accounts of urban cultural development over the same period. If the
figure of the common man received less than his fair share of wealth and
political power, he apparently experienced absolute gains in his ac-
quaintance with, and access to, newspapers, books, music, art, and
staged performance.* A whole range of technological improvements in
paper production, press machinery, and engraving, together with the
spread of literacy, made print a majority culture—extending to all social
classes—for the first time. In 1820, New York City had only one stage
that offered extended dramatic entertainment and no public library or
gallery open to ““non-subscribers.” By 1860, it boasted twelve theaters,
six lecture rooms, five photographic and two art galleries, and numer-
ous smaller sites for commercial entertainment. The families of skilled or
craft workers could afford entrance to all of these places.®

In scale terms, this expansion in cultural offerings could be seen as
the unfolding of the promissory note of democracy, perhaps serving an
integrative function—assimilating immigrants or pacifying the mob—
where so many other rungs in the social ladder had failed. However,
cultural forms and options do not appear to have proliferated any more
evenly over the face of the city than did people or wealth. The common
man or woman was not given an admission ticket to forms already
existing in 1820. New genres of performance, particularly melodrama,
burlesque, and minstrelsy, developed along Chatham Street and the
Bowery, catering to (and frequently staffed by) the vigorous popular
audiences of the Lower East Side. The arrival of the Penny Press, after
1834, totally altered the content, circulation, and financing of newspa-
pers. The “news” now included extended narratives of urban crime,
amusement, and the antics of elite society, in contrast to the dry cover-
age of shipping and politics undertaken by the subscription-based mer-
cantile sheets. At the same time, new kinds of genteel aesthetic discrimi-
nation arose within elite circles to accommodate the introduction of
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Italian opera, symphonic music, and “serious’”” narratives of discovery
and history.

An absolute link between cultural forms and class would caricature
the actual intermingling of audiences and tastes that undoubtedly took
place. A plebeian loafer, like Walt Whitman, learned to love Italian
opera by 1849, despite his early reservations about its social exclu-
siveness. And members of New York’s upper classes, such as the fa-
mous diarist George Templeton Strong, were not above a visit to P. T.
Barnum’s gaudy museum on lower Broadway. Antebellum urban cul-
ture was Jacksonian to the extent that older lines between the vernacular
and the polite broke apart. Yet the very pervasiveness of popular com-
mercial culture produced a heightened concern among the elite or the
“respectable” to establish new boundaries between the rough and the
genteel. After about 1840, guidebooks, moral tracts, and personal ac-
counts present a simple historical map to the changing amusements of
New York. From the single Park Theatre of 1820, urban culture had
grown and divided along two routes: the popular and plebeian course
followed Chatham Street and the Bowery, with their menageries, oyster
cellars, melodrama houses, and concert saloons; the other followed
Broadway, with its dry-goods houses and lecture rooms, to the Fifteenth
Ward and the Astor Place Opera House.

All maps are partial and incomplete. However, this geographical
metaphor proves useful in bringing to earth cultural processes that are
often left hovering above the “real” social changes in urban society.
Cultural forms not only contain a description of such changes but are
also a vital part of them. The divisions of class and ethnicity in the
“mercantile period” extended beyond the workplace or formal politics,
to the street, to cultural spaces and options, and to representations of
the city itself. Indeed, the greatest episode of collective violence between
1820 and 1860, the Astor Place riot of May 1849, arose from the seem-
ingly insignificant matter of an English actor’s right to play Macbeth.

This essay visits briefly five locations that attracted much cultural
attention in the period: the Five Points, the Fifteenth Ward, the Bowery,
Barnum’s Museum, and the Central Park. The sites, in both their
fictional and their real dimensions, show that antebellum urban culture
was not, to paraphrase Clifford Geertz, a single system of signification,
but rather an articulation of difference, deeply rooted in class and poli-
tics. But despite sharp and growing inequalities, perhaps because of
them, all parts of the social spectrum engaged in constructing, and in
some cases sharing, this culture of differences.
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The Five Points

In January 1843, Richard Henry Dana, Jr., the very model of Bostonian
conservatism, traveled to New York City on important legal business.®
Dana’s journal entries from the visit provide an interesting account of
the “Broadway” axis of polite culture. Using Theodore Sedgwick’s
house on Ninth Street as a base, he journeyed downtown to the frater-
nity of Wall Street lawyers, and, after breakfasting with the U.S. District
Attorney, worked his way back to the Sedgwicks’, calling on William
Cullen Bryant, Julia Ward Howe, John O’Sullivan, and John Jay’s
daughters. After dinner, Dana thought he might round off a construc-
tive day by having a nightcap at Daniel Lord’s in St. John Square. On
leaving this house, however, an altogether different aspect of the city
imposed itself:

Passing down Broadway, the name of Anthony st., struck me, & [ had a
sudden desire to see that sink of iniquity & filth, The “Five Points”. Fol-
lowing Anthony st. down, I came upon the neighbourhood. It was about
half past ten, & the night was cloudy. . . . Several of [the] houses had
wooden shutters well closed & in almost [each] such case I found by
stopping & listening, that there were many voices in the rooms & some-
times the sound of music & dancing. On the opposite side of [the] way [
saw a door opened suddenly & a woman thrust into the street with great
resistance & most foul language on her part.”

Dana continued his encounter with the “Points,” examining all the “ob-
scure and suspicious looking places” and receiving from prostitutes
“many invitations to walk in & see them, just to sit down a minute, &c.,
followed usually by laughter & jeers when they saw me pass on without
noticing them.” On impulse, he entered an “establishment,” telling the
girl that he “had no object but curiosity in coming into the house.” She
did not seem to be surprised at the request. Fearing that he might be
robbed or be caught in a police “descent” without sufficient excuse for
being there, he quickly retraced his steps and emerged back into the
map of the city he understood:

From these dark filthy, violent & degraded regions, I passed into Broad-
way, where lighted carriages with footmen, numerous well dressed pass-
ers by, cheerful light coming from behind curtained parlor windows,
where were happy, affectionate & virtuous people connected by the ties of
blood & friendship & enjoying the charities & honors of life. What mighty
differences, what awful separations, wide as that of the great gulf & last-
ing for eternity, do what seem to be the merest chances place between
human beings, of the same flesh and blood.?
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For the contemporary reader there is, perhaps, something inevitably
comic about a man in top hat and formal dress wandering through an
urban rookery, anxiously inquiring about the conditions of prostitution
and vice. The scene has been reproduced too many times on stage and
in novels for us to view such an encounter as an authentic experience.
Yet at least the anxiety Dana felt appears to have been authentic. For
men of his class, the Five Points presented an unreadable, unordered
space in which dilapidated buildings hid scenes of human degradation.
Even when vice became visible in street altercations it remained “inde-
scribable.” Dana seeks (in the longest prose description in his Journal
before 1846) to designate the Points as an area of “darkness” in order to
heighten the moral “light” coming from “behind curtained parlor win-
dows” on Broadway. This was indeed an effort; Dana remained
sufficiently Calvinist to recognize that only “‘merest chances” had placed
him beyond the world of the Points. Had he not “known desires more
terrible than those I witnessed” in his own heart? He was disturbed, not
comforted, when he returned to the Sedgwick household to see “’seated
round a pleasant fire . . . a family solely of women, one the beautiful
mother of five daughters, all of whom were yet to try the world & be
tried by it, another a distinguished writer of moral stories.””” He did not,
of course, tell them where he had been.

Dana’s brief voyage ended with personal reflections on “the relations
of man to man and man to God” similar to those in Two Years Before the
Mast. However, the literary setting for these reflections was of relatively
recent invention and, for an American city, politically problematic.
Charles Dickens had given fictional shape to the Five Points only the
year before, in American Notes. The “awful separations” of the kind
reproduced in Dana’s short walk, and in Dickens’s description of tene-
ment conditions, were not supposed to exist in a republic that required
“independence” and “‘equality.”*°

Dickens was accused, by New York’s radical and popular press, of
simply importing London’s most notorious purlieu—the Seven Dials—
and setting it down close to City Hall and the “sunshine” of Broadway.
Dickens does in fact appear to have developed his “Points” to mock the
heightened American cultural nationalism of the 1840s. The scavenging
pig of New York’s poorer streets became more active and “‘self-reliant”
than any of the other urban inhabitants; “in every respect a republican
pig, going wherever he pleases, and mingling with the best society, on
an equal, if not superior footing.””*! To Mike Walsh, editor of the radical
newspaper Subterranean, this parody of democratic mixing proved that
“Boz” had thrown his lot in with the “accursed aristocrats.” Never-
theless, even Walsh acknowledged, when he wished to illustrate the
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dangers facing the producing class, that New York was now a city, like
London, of Sunshine and Shadow, divided by day and night, by rich
and poor.

After Dickens, however real the depth of poverty, the Five Points
became a fictional localization of republican failure: a place where virtue
and independence ceased to exist and where all social distinctions fell
apart. Here, blacks slept with whites; the buildings and animals dis-
played more character than the humans; the women acted more coarse
than did the men.

These inversions and mixings, the central element in depicting the
Five Points, were only one extreme that threatened the operations of
republican virtue in the metropolis. In the same year as Dana’s ramble,
an ex-mayor of the city, Philip Hone, judged that

our good city of New York has already arrived at the state of society to be
found in the large cities of Europe; overwhelmed with population, and
where the two extremes of costly luxury in living, expensive establish-
ments and improvident wastes are presented in daily and hourly contrast
with squalid mixing and hapless destruction.”"

As a good republican, Hone recognized that luxury posed a danger to
the polity equal to the “hapless destruction” of permanent poverty.
Both resulted in self-interest and idleness, turning a citizen away from
the public duty he owed to the commonweal. But if the squalid mixing
could be located with certainty within the Five Points, where might
evidence of luxury be found? Dana shows little embarrassment in plac-
ing “lighted carriages with footmen” in the same sentence as his
“happy, affectionate & virtuous people,” though most New Yorkers,
including the wealthy Philip Hone, would have thought such a display
an aping of European aristocratic luxury. Walt Whitman, visiting Grace
Church in 1849, saw liveried servants waiting on the street while their
“would-be masters” worshiped in a “temple given over to money.” In
the same decade as the literary localization of the Points, the popular
press typed the Fifteenth, or Empire, Ward, which then included Wash-
ington and Union squares, as a home for luxury and the parvenu elite of
“nabobs” and “codfish aristocrats.” As with Five Points depictions,
tropes of concealment and inversion abounded. The fine fronts of resi-
dences and fashionable Parisian dress disguised the origin and moral
character of the nabob. Whitman suspected that

nine-tenths of the families residing in these noble dwellings, have “sprung
from nothing,” as the phrase is—by which is intended that their parents
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were hucksters, laborers, waiters, and so on; which made the said parents
not a whit the worse, but, on the contrary, they were perhaps more sensi-
ble and respectable than the children.?

The new narratives of urban degradation and luxury that emerged in the
1840s provoked one other localization, that of “knickerbocker New
York.” Appearing in a variety of forms—historical sketches, memorials,
addresses, and visual reproductions (or, more usually, imaginings) of
past scenes—these works testified to an earlier age marked by a simplic-
ity of manner and a shared knowledge of place and position. In 1845, a
retired merchant named Grant Thorburn, one of the initiators of the
genre, complained of “the splendid misery’”” now before him:

Young Folks smile when their grandmothers tell of the happy days of auld
lang syne. But certain it is that fifty years ago the people in New York lived
happier than they do now. They had no artificial wants—only two
banks—rarely gave a note—but one small playhouse—no opera, no otto-
mans, few sofas or sideboards, and perhaps not six pianos in the city.™

Though Thorburn was addressing his class, especially clerks who were
beginning their careers, he carefully extended the old, close relation-
ships of training, family, and credit that supposedly had existed within
the mercantile community to cover the rest of society. The hallmark of
the knickerbocker New York reminiscence was a belief that the city’s
street life and public spaces had once been legible. All social classes had
encountered each other at street level, so to speak, in face-to-face acts of
commerce, charity, amusement, and voluntary association.

Providing a date for the dissolution of this republican town proved
difficult, depending upon the generation and concerns of the writer.
Even Henry James remembered the Washington Square society of the
1840s adhering to the rules of ““republican simplicity.” Yet for merchants
and professionals who had established their careers before the Panic of
1837, the fracturing of public culture by “insatiate longings,”” promiscu-
ous street contact, and political rowdyism seemed real enough.’®

The literary realizations of knickerbocker New York find no basis in a
statistical portrait of a republican town unsegregated by wealth or polit-
ical power. Recent studies of New York’s working populations, political
factions, and arrangements of land ownership and use during the Early
National period reveal that social distinctions and discriminations
operated at every level. By 1820, New York’s residential space was al-
ready differentiated by class, with 80 percent of the two hundred
wealthiest families living in only eight streets near the urban core; jour-
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neyman mechanics and artisans not boarding with their masters
gravitated to the waterfront districts and the northern boundaries of
settlement. The rich assumed that local political office holding, and the
leadership of charitable and cultural organizations, remained their ex-
clusive province.'®

Nevertheless, there were ways in which all groups in the city claimed
a role in public life. At least through the 1820s, inter-class contact was
extensive, and the political, charitable, and social obligations developed
among knickerbocker merchants overflowed into the street. The
wealthy continued to shop at the public markets, since there was no
other outlet for perishable produce until the late 1830s. The Park Theatre
and the summer gardens, such as the original Vauxhall, had socially
mixed audiences, including prostitutes, even though patrons were dis-
tributed in boxes, pit, and gallery according to social rank and gender.
No exclusionary behavioral rules, or actual fencing, existed on public
property such as City Hall Park or the Battery. The volunteer fire com-
panies were perhaps the greatest testament to the operations of citizen-
ship in a republic; until 1830, they contained all gradations of rank. The
occasional street races, hosings, and brawls that then took place among
them testified only to company camaraderie and manly spirit and not, as
would be claimed later, to the unrestrained antics of plebeians and
loafers.

Mechanics and artisans were as keen as the mercantile and profes-
sional elite to engage in the public exercise of citizenship. They paraded
in the streets to celebrate the virtue of the crafts over private enterprise
on every July 4th and Evacuation Day holiday. Through such festivities,
public orations, and craft societies, artisans elaborated what Sean
Wilentz describes as “‘an urban variation of the Jeffersonian theme of the
virtuous husbandman,” one that saw the producing class as the back-
bone of a republic and as a defense against despotism. But this “varia-
tion” did not extend to a political defense of the rights and value of labor
until 1828, with the founding of the Working Men’s movement. In the
early 1820s, journeymen had not yet developed an ideological position
independent of masters and entrepreneurs.’’

Thus, despite a wide variation of income, ownership, and power in
1820, all classes claimed the same terrain of republican understanding
and decried luxury and the affectation of “aristocratic’ manners and
tastes. The rich held to mild, though ideologically significant, self-
restrictions on the visual registration of power and wealth. There were
so few private carriages in the city in 1820 that it was common to hear
““the owner’s name called out as the vehicle drove by.” When the actor
John Henry kept a carriage because of his gout, “he was forced to ex-
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plain the reason for such pretension by having an emblem of two
crutches painted on the door of his carriage with the motto ‘This or
These.” /18

The great fears about the large population centers in a republic—the
poor and the mob—had not yet been identified as permanent political
threats or assigned definite spaces in the representations of urban life.
The Society for the Prevention of Pauperism had linked poverty to the
new waves of immigration as early as 1819. Yet apart from the preco-
cious organizers of this group, who learned the language of poverty
science from Patrick Colquhoun, the city authorities viewed the poor as
an interstitial presence who arrived with bad weather, financial panics,
and other disasters. No area was recognized as specializing in degrada-
tion such as the Five Points would in the mid-1830s. By that time,
evangelical missionaries and health reformers had come to give poverty
either a moral character or an environmental cause. By 1844, the New
York Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, anxious to
introduce a “‘comprehensive, uniform and systematic plan” for the forty
organizations then dispensing alms, at last gave the poor “a home” and
decisively rejected the indiscriminate practices of “outdoor relief.””*

Recent studies have shown that mob actions were frequent in the
early National and Jacksonian periods. They also reveal how rarely the
magistracy viewed mobs as political threats to their authority. The cus-
tomary reading of the “riot act”” quelled most disturbances, and few of
the rioters arrested ever reached the point of indictment, because the
authorities knew either that trial by jury might lead to acquittal or that
leniency best maintained their hegemony over notions of justice. Only
in 1836, after three years of violent anti-abolitionist rioting, did the state
officially grant the mayor power to call in the militia in advance of a
crowd. As late as 1849, in the Astor Place Riot, most of the crowd
thought that the militia did not possess the legal authority to fire upon
citizens.?

No doubt knickerbocker New York had its share of the indigent, the
rowdy, and the luxurious. Perhaps they were not sizable enough to
characterize the whole of city life or to provoke concerted political ac-
tions. But the notion of a unified town that the contemporary guides and
later recreations of knickerbocker New York give results from more than
the intimate scale suggested by the image of “A Walking City.”” Rather,
the mercantile and rentier elite’s confidence in its authority and ability to
supervise all areas of urban life—from politics, to charity, to culture—
also produced this appearance of unity. The public sphere appears rela-
tively seamless because the elite, figuratively and geographically, was at
the center of its construction.



34 THE MERCANTILE ERA

Through the 1830s, the march uptown to the new luxuries “above
Bleecker” and the challenge posed by the spread of political and cultural
forms of representation to other groups both broke apart this confidence
of scale and authority. By 1850, New York was firmly characterized, as it
is today, by its extremes of wealth and poverty. Few residents openly
celebrated being a Fifth Avenue Nabob or a Five-Pointer. Rather, the
fractures in New York’s antebellum cultural terrain are revealed in the
ways differing social classes claimed to be central to the maintenance of
republican virtue. Struggle occurred over establishing the boundaries of
a virtuous middle ground: a variable, shifting space between “improvi-
dent wastes” and “squalid mixing.” How did the Fifteenth Ward Nabob
or the Bowery B’hoy seek to claim a central place in the changing polit-
ical and social order of the city? How did each view the other across the
perceptual barricades of refinement and rowdiness?

The Fifteenth Ward

By 1850, the author Nathaniel Parker Willis had developed the reputa-
tion as the most consistent, if not the most admired, commentator of the
fashionable metropolitan scene. In the Mirror and later The Home Journal,
Willis penned hundreds of sketches of society balls, horse races, Pari-
sian fashions, and opera attendance in New York. It struck him that the
contemporary urban scene lacked a fashionable “inner republic” to set
taste and standards. In 1844, Willis claimed that New York’s “upperten-
dom” (one of his more durable coinings) had never known “so pro-
longed a state of anarchy as exists at this moment,” its “aristocracies
lasting but a year or so.”*!

Most popular journalists agreed that a “town’ had dissolved into a
series of competing elites eager to outdistance each other in conspicuous
consumption and cultural pretension. For Democratic radicals such as
Mike Walsh of the Sixth Ward Spartan Association, certain public behav-
iors—the wearing of white kid gloves or attendance at Grace Church or
at the Astor Place Opera House—proved that wider inequalities existed
in society. Whatever the knickerbocker elite’s former claims to leader-
ship, the new wealthy, in their march uptown to the residential luxury
“above Bleecker,” had severed any relations with republican pieties. In
Walsh’s words, “‘the Nabobs of the Fifteenth Ward . . . live off the labor
of their fellow citizens.””*

Though penny press journalists seldom identified real nabobs by
name, we do have a substantial record, in Philip Hone’s Diary, of a circle
of acquaintance and a style of consumption that matches the description
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of nabob life in many details. Hone paid $900 for a front pew in Grace
Church after its construction in 1842. He also became one of the original
subscribers to the Astor Place Opera House in 1847, which was, accord-
ing to the Herald, “'the first authentic organization of the upper classes,
congregated under a splendid dome in a respectable quarter of the
city.”? In 1836, Hone sold his fine Broadway house fronting City Hall
Park and moved up to Washington Square in the Fifteenth Ward. He
complained of being

turned out of doors. Almost everybody downtown is in the same predica-
ment. We are tempted with prices so exorbitantly high that none can
resist, and the old downtown burgomasters, who have fixed to one spot
all their lives, will be seen during the next summer in flocks, marching
reluctantly north to pitch their tents in places which in their time, were
orchards, cornfields or morasses a pretty smart distance from town, and a
journey to which was considered an affair of some moment and required
preparation before hand, but which constitute at this time the most fash-
ionable quarter of New York.”

Here, as so often in Hone’s writing, there is a gentle tone of mockery, of
both himself and his class. In one sense the image of a nomadic tribe
heading to new grazing is exact, given his memory of the area around
the Washington Square he had known as a child. Yet the pastoral also
serves to distance Hone’s reflections from the economic realities and
social meanings of the great uptown march of fashion. Being turned out
of doors suggests a forced removal, yet Hone received $60,000 for the
sale of his Broadway site. Neither were the new homes exactly ““tents.”
Most of his friends also moved to the fine terraced residences built from
costly materials leading from Washington and Gramercy parks and,
somewhat later, Union Square. This pastoral rhetorically evades ques-
tions that Hone himself may have had about the creation of a large
fashionable area. How might he justify his increasing acquaintance with
luxury? How might his class establish a new set of recognizable bound-
aries once separated from the downtown world of commerce, friend-
ship, and propinquity?

Between 1820 and 1837, Philip Hone used mercantile capital gained
through his auction house to create a large stock of banking, insurance,
manufacturing, and real estate investments.?® Like Grant Thorburn,
Hone openly lamented the rise in “artificial wants” that such wealth
produced and the sheer number of nouveaux arrivés with whom he was
now forced to socialize. For instance, the range of society obligations
expanded to costume balls, “at-homes,” and summers at Saratoga. In
1840, exhausted after “seeing in”” the New Year, he remarked that “the
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extent of the visiting circle in New York has become too great for the
operations of one day.” Like Willis, Hone agreed that the city’s beau
monde had fallen into different “parishes.””?® The more certain separation
of the world of work from the operations of society produced a further
problem. After 1836, Hone stopped bringing friends home unan-
nounced for a game of whist and an informal dinner.

This expansion in the size of the wealthy classes required new means
for controlling entrance to a social elite above and beyond matters of
cash and capital. Acquaintance of the kind once gained by walks on the
Battery, through the Tontine Coffee House, or in the pit and boxes of
the Park Theatre, was no longer held sufficient or reliable. The street,
the theater, and even the new respectable hotels such as the Astor
House presented a faceless democracy: character and credit were
difficult to decode. Hone was troubled by many of the alternative
routines for social intercourse, including those he engaged in himself.
The large, though “select,” balls at the Wadells’ or the Aspinwalls’, and
the masked fetes of the Brevoorts were “insufferable” in their forced
gentility. Hone was also a founder member of the Union Club (1836),
and the New York Yacht (1836) ana Racket clubs (1844), though he
found most of their functions ““dismal.” In 1832, Hone paid over $750 for
a box at the first Italian Opera House in the city, yet when it failed, he
praised New Yorkers” “spirit of independence that refused its counte-
nance to anything so exclusive.”?

The public life of polite society established a new set of routines after
1830: more formal dress codes, later dinner hours, and the regulated
spaces of clubs. Hone also found himself besieged at home. Though
married throughout his years in the Fifteenth Ward, he was fond of
casting himself as an aging, displaced bachelor somewhat above the
general grope for luxury which he took to be a trait of the young and the
female. In 1838, he founded an informal dining club where he could be
en gargon with his friends, away from the trials of domestic formality. All
French food was banned; instead, “a sumptuary law was enacted
confining dinner to soup, fish, oysters, four dishes of meat, with a
dessert of fruit, ice-cream, and jelly.” Yet Hone also recognized that the
new course of refinement, which he invariably took to be French in
origin, was necessary for the elite in general. He “suffered” through
balls, and justified his support of Italian Opera in the knowledge that
through such functions “our young men may be initiated into the habits
and forms of social intercourse.” Such intercourse was the only guaran-
tee, in a world of instant wealth, that the elite could reproduce itself.®

Hone displaced the personal vice of luxury by passing it on to the
younger generation (or to women, who were always seen to be more
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susceptible to its demands).?’ However, the Diary’s retiring bachelor,
with his crusty attitude to luxury, contrasts with the persona of the
public servant who remains in the streets and offices. Not only did Hone
increase his commitments to charity organizations and cultural institu-
tions after 1836, he also remained active in local politics, refusing to
concede any loss of terrain to the growing ranks of the “canaille.”
Again, Hone casts himself as an unwilling minion to an agency beyond
his control:

I begin to be tired of serving the public without serving myself. ] have been
a slave all my life to an ungrateful master, but somehow I cannot break the
shackles which pride and a foolish love of distinction caused me to as-
sume, and which are now so deeply worn into the flesh that the effort
would be painful to cast them off, and I must “go on my way” not rejoic-
ing, but grumbling.*

There seemed plenty to grumble about. Though the notion of a virtuous
people remained an understated possibility, the arrival of the penny
press editor and the professional Democratic politician were transform-
ing the citizens of the city into a mob. Hone thought both unworthy of
attention, and therefore his Diary is full of railings against and quotes
from them.

The popular press was particularly vexing for Hone because it “de-
praved and vitiated” the direct connections between natural leaders and
the people. The old mercantile press had been sold only by subscription,
assuring that its readership was both its audience and its subject. Espe-
cially after James Gordon Bennett’s Herald arrived in 1836, the penny
press broadened and redefined the boundaries of the “public” so that
wholly new areas of urban life—from night court at the Tombs to the
costumes at elite balls—became open to continuous surveillance and
narration. Its readership could only be those who had no particular
stakes in the politics of virtue. Hone guessed that the Herald was only
“sought after with avidity by all those whose insignificance preserves
them from being made its subjects.” Such a reading public, Hone
thought, merely deserved the kinds of leaders thrown up by a system of
“puffery and licentiousness.”’3!

He saw these readers in local Democracy. After the 1834 state election
day festivities, Hone returned to his house “much indisposed, and re-
tired to bed at an early hour, where I was kept awake during the greater
part of the night by the unmanly insults of the ruffian crew from Tam-
many Hall, who came over to my door every half hour and saluted me
with groans and hisses.””3?
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Undoubtedly, the Jacksonian Revolution displaced some of the
wealthy from local office holding, yet “status anxiety” does not ade-
quately describe the quality of Hone’s lament. He is careful in such Diary
entries to blame the system of “barter, bargain and sale” in the Demo-
cratic party, rather than the “people,” for such outrages. He uses repub-
lican rhetoric to justify his continued presence in the public sphere,
taking the lead in many municipal processions in the streets as a matter
of “duty.” The fact that after 1833 he aided in forming an alternative
party, the Whigs, with its own corpus of expedient routines and profes-
sionals, did not strike him as a paradox; nor did he express surprise
when the Whigs outpaced the Democrats in their manipulation of sym-
bols and print during Benjamin Harrison’s “Log Cabin” campaign of
1840. For Hone, the Whigs were not a party as such, but rather, at the
national level, a collection of men eager to preserve “experience, talent
and integrity.””>® Against the case of Mike Walsh and other “Jack Cades”
who gathered mobs, Hone consistently placed the figure of Daniel
Webster, who by voice alone could hold a respectable gathering of Whig
mechanics for three hours. Hone continued to imagine that the Whig
politics was based on “natural” relations between the people and their
leaders, in contrast to a politics grounded in party and newspaper repu-
tation.

In a deep sense, then, Hone did not see beyond the Republican town
of 1820 and the paternalist assumptions of the older elite. Unlike the
younger Dana, he had no desire to encounter the Five Points, having
heard quite enough of how the other half lived from below his window.
However, far from being an unself-conscious nabob, he struggled with
the demands of his class as it learned to live with luxury. Cultural
refinement, from matters of dress to musical and literary taste, deter-
mined entrance to a social elite once recognizable in the lineaments of
family, credit, and public service. In the Whig party, he found an aes-
thetic of public life and performance that countered the changes in ur-
ban politics.

The Bowery

If the Fifteenth Ward was recognized by its fine Whig residential spaces
and its institutions of high culture, the Bowery was typed by its popular
commercial entertainment and its blend of rowdiness and radicalism.
The centerpiece of this milieu, the Bowery Theatre, had certainly not
begun life as a plebeian place. Its cornerstone was laid in 1826 by none
other than Philip Hone, who used the occasion to lecture on the moral
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benefits of the stage, provided it remained under the direction of ““those
whose standing in Society enables them to control opinions.” Only a
decade later, Hone thought that the theater had become a “haunt of
mere Pittites,” and reflected that “no act in my public life cost me so
many friends.”**

During the 1830s, the Bowery Theatre’s audience and performance
styles escaped the supervision of Hone’s circle. In 1831, a new manager,
Thomas Hamblin, introduced melodrama as the mainstay of New York’s
popular stage. Blackface acts, “ethnic” or Yankee humor, and Revolu-
tionary drama rounded out the bill. The raucous plebeian audiences that
filled the galleries and pit eventually drove the middle classes from the
theater altogether.?®> Walt Whitman remembered that

after 1840 the character of the Bowery . . . completely changed. . . . Not
that there was more or less rankness in the crowd even then. For types of
sectional New York . . . —the streets East of the Bowery, that intersect
Division, Grand, and up to Third Avenue—types that have never found
their Dickens, Hogarth, or Balzac . . . —the young shipbuilders, cartmen,
butchers, firemen, they too were always to be seen in these audiences,
racy of the East River and the Dry Dock.*

Whitman’s selection of types here conforms to both the street and the
theater’s reputation as a militantly public zone for working-class amuse-
ment. By 1850, the Bowery offered a continuous strip of entertainment
featuring menageries, saloons, billiard halls, and “free and easies.””* To
its east, in the “‘unknown proletarian regions” of “’sectional New York,”
lay the greatest concentration of single young men and women in the
city, living in boarding houses and free from the restrictions of family or
apprenticeship.’® However, the Bowery itself was not an area of “‘dark-
ness,” like the Points, but rather a street where colorful plebeian types,
such as Whitman’s Mose, the Bowery B’hoy, and his G’hal Lize, dis-
played and enjoyed themselves.* Foreign observers were impressed
with the increasing velocity of nightlife: “John Bull,” claimed an English
mechanic, “sits leisurely down and makes a night of it: Jonathan can’t
keep still, but rushes first to the bar-room of the hotel where he has
dined, has a drink, thence to the confectioner’s saloon, then to a cigar
ditto, next to an oyster ditto, and most likely ‘smiles’ at each of them.”*

This Bowery milieu possessed a distinct class character, though, be-
ing commercial to the core, its culture was neither “traditional” nor
“autonomous.” Entrepreneurs, like P. T. Barnum during his tenure at
the Vauxhall Garden, specialized in low-cost appropriations from the
street, inviting the audience to perform clog dances, breakdowns, glees,
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and imitations of urban types, while at the same time charging admis-
sion. The Bowery assigned to working class amusement its own space
and time, removed from the customs of work or “community.” Accord-
ing to Charles Haswell, the chief figure of the street, the infamous
““B’hoy”” with his stovepipe hat, red fireman'’s shirt, and check trousers,
appeared in propria persona only on Sundays; for the remainder of the
week he became an industrious butcher, clerk, or mechanic.*!

Though the Bowery was the commercial product of the marketplace
for amusement, no one took it to be politically neutral territory. Profes-
sional writers (who had their own audiences to develop) celebrated the
unfolding of popular commercial culture as the final overthrow of aris-
tocratic privilege. George Foster thought that the numerous “well con-
ducted resorts” on the Bowery proved “that however poor may be the
condition of an American family” it was much superior to and more
educated than its European counterpart, which had to be supplied with
amusements and knowledge from above.*> Walt Whitman was perhaps
the first journalist to read the “glorious jam” of the New York streets as
a direct extension of political democracy. In the Aurora, a popular news-
paper Whitman edited in 1842, he conducted “walks around town”
covering the life of fire companies, markets, newsboys, and theaters.
The working man and woman’s right to be visible in public life became a
central aspect of Whitman’s understanding of political power, and he
wanted his paper to serve the needs of the “would-be elegantes” among
the producing classes.*?

Taking to the street in a travesty of upper class manners was trans-
formed into a political right, especially after the Panic of 1837 ended the
General Trades Union insurgency from the shop floor. Popular cultural
forms presented the elaborate dress and street manners of the B’hoy and
G’hal in opposition to the middle class mania for respectability and
“self-culture’”” during the 1840s. The most popular play of that decade,
Benjamin Baker’s A Glance at New York, featured Mose on a spree at the
Vauxhall Garden and at a bowling alley.** He affects the manners of a
dandy, offering critiques of the latest plays and novels, and he also
engages in four “regular knock-downs and drag-outs” in the space of
forty minutes. Such “musses” testified to his independent character,
and all protected the virginity of young sewing girls and the innocence
of the rural greenhorns. Later versions of the play invariably include a
spectacular conflagration scene in which Mose, always a volunteer
fireman, saves a young child from the flames and returns the infant to a
weeping mother. The figure of Mose encapsulated the rough, material
pleasures of the Bowery, yet the popular theater showed Mose’s and
Lize's counterparts in the audience that rowdiness, rather than Fifteenth
Ward refinement, could sustain the virtues of a republic.
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Evangelical opposition to the Bowery saw the common man’s decline
into the ultimate degradation of the Five Points rather than his ascen-
dancy through commercial amusement. John Todd’s The Young Man
offered little schemas of debauchery that awaited the greenhorn enter-
ing the city. Mose became the enticer, not the savior:

The enticer will court your acquaintance, will take you, at his own ex-
pense, to the confectioners, then to the beer-shop, and the oyster-seller.
By degrees he leads you on till you find yourself in the billiard room, then
the theatre, and probably next entering the door of her whose house is the
gate-way to hell.>

Those ““above Bleecker” had a somewhat broader perspective on the
Bowery than these precise evangelical warnings. The Bowery was not a
localized danger that led to the Points; rather, its techniques of display
and self-promotion threatened to invade all of the city’s streets and
public institutions. It was precisely this appropriation of the street, the
market, and the fire company, and not the potential for ““the roughs” to
organize workers, that most worried Hone’s circle. N. P. Willis thought
that the real aristocrats who were destroying the republican town con-
sisted of

the newsboy who disturbs the decent citizen with his cries in the early
morning, the omnibus driver who steers his foaming steed without regard
to life or limb, the market women with their bawdy talk, the arrogance of
the fire company runner—these are the aristocrats who think only of
themselves.*

Moreover, the Bowery milieu acquired a formal political presence that
challenged the power of the elite in both parties. Out of the networks of
male working class sociability—in markets, fire companies, bars, and
theaters—emerged locally effective political traditions that blended the
rationalist perspective of the workingmen’s movements of the late 1820s
with the new world of the streets. The most infamous of these was the
Spartan Association, formed in 1840 by Mike Walsh, David Broderick,
and other members of the Red Rover fire engine company. Walsh must
be given the credit for perfecting, if not inventing, the use of crowd
action as a political tool. His group successfully infiltrated the Demo-
cratic organization through street harangues and storming the long
room of Tammany Hall.*’

These new kinds of political action curiously parallel new forms of
writing about the city in terms of personnel and style. Much of what we
know about the popular culture of New York comes from those who
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moved easily between politics and the new means of communication in
print and theater. Whitman offers the clearest case, but Walsh too, when
not engaging in direct political action, advised workers on what kinds of
new writing were suited to their “intelligence.” His Subterranean became
the first periodical in the city to carry extracts from Eugene Sue’s The
Muysteries of Paris (1843), especially after Dickens’s American Notes proved
to Walsh that he was unsuitable for the “B’hoys.”

Popular journalism, like the Bowery, was not considered politically
neutral terrain. Since 1834, the penny press had claimed to be on
“public” duty, assuming the mantle of “independence” in the years
when the Workingman’s party failed. With the Democratic and Whig
organizations in the hands of “regulars” and “placemen,” and the
police and judiciary subject to the demands of patronage, the popular
journalist and writer took up the task of telling the truth about the city.*

This may well account for the durable nature of the image of “sun-
shine and shadow.” The rhetoric of exposure sanctioned a drift in many
popular novels (such as Ned Buntline’s Mysteries and Miseries of New York
[1848]) into a kind of republican pornography where vice and prostitu-
tion illuminate the intimate connections between the vicious poor and
the uncaring rich. Moreover, the popular writer had to be part of the
people and yet claim a greater knowledge of the threats facing them. An
odd blend of self-promotion and loyalty to the producing classes
emerges from the pages of Whitman’s Aurora, Walsh’s Subterranean, and
Levi Slamm’s Daily Plebeian. They wrote themselves into the streets only
to be elevated into political placemen or poets. The resulting ironies
were not lost to Whitman:

Then finding it impossible to do anything either in the way of “heavy
business,” or humor, we took our cane . . . and our hat, and sauntered
down Broadway to the Battery. Strangely enough, nobody stared at us
with admiration—nobody said “there goes the Whitman of the Au-
rora!”’—nobody ran after us to take a better and second better look . . .
nobody wheeled out of our way deferentially—but on we went, swinging
our stick in our right hand—and with our left hand tastily thrust in its
appropriate pocket in our frock coat.*’

The figure of the Bowery B’hoy who so annoyed Hone’s circle emerged
from this kind of writing and action. The B’hoy may have been a real
figure of the streets but he was certainly a type who, though never
finding its Dickens, Hogarth, or Balzac, gained its Whitman, Foster,
Baker, and Walsh.
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The Museum and the Park

The rhetorical and ideological opposition of the Democratic Bowery to
the Whig Fifteenth Ward resulted in open conflict during the Astor Place
Riot of May 1849. A growing public feud between the great British actor
William Charles Macready and the hero of the Bowery’s melodramatic
stage, Edwin Forrest, provided the immediate context for the riot. On
May 10, a crowd of eight thousand people gathered before the Astor
Place Opera House to protest Macready’s continued presence on an
“aristocratic” stage. Unlike previous theatrical disputes, the house was
protected by a large cadre of police, and later the militia, with orders
from a Whig mayor to protect Macready in ““the lawful exercise of his
calling.” In the melee that followed, twenty-two people lost their lives
and the city was placed under martial law for three days.>

Blame for this result was apportioned according to the politics of the
observer: radical Democrats castigated the mayor, the police, and, above
all, the nabobs who had built the opera house and requested the au-
thorities to defend a British actor. The mercantile press delighted in the
firm suppression of “‘the spirit of the mob” that had been so active in
Europe during 1848. However, the riot presented evidence to every
journalist that extremes of wealth and poverty now characterized the
center of urban life:

It leaves behind it a feeling to which this community has been a stranger—
an opposition of classes—the rich and the poor—white kids [gloves] and
no kids at all; in fact, to speak right out, a feeling that there is now in this
country, in New York City, what every good patriot has hitherto felt it his
duty to deny—a high class and a low class.”!

After the riot, with the renewal of organized labor agitation in 1850, the
need to reconstruct a middle ground for urban culture was clear and
pressing. Two reworkings of the “public,” without resorting to the tem-
perance tract or the militia, seemed particularly persuasive. One ap-
peared out of the Bowery axis. It celebrated the democratic rights of the
public, as consumers, to enter the marketplace of commercial culture.
The other took the higher road of refinement in a revised Whiggism, still
suspicious of an unregulated market and the influence of party, yet
denying evangelical solutions or legislative efforts to police recreation
and amusement. In New York, these two solutions to a culturally di-
vided city found their material and geographical expression in P. T.
Barnum’s American Museum and Frederick Law Olmsted’s Central
Park.
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The American Museum

Despite the gradual effacement of the social origins of the “world’s
greatest showman” in his autobiography, P. T. Barnum formally began
his meteoric career on the Bowery during the Panic of the late 1830s.7
Barnum tried his hand at the usual range of petty entrepreneurial pur-
suits: boardinghouse keeper, bootblack manufacturer, and Bible sales-
man. He first showed a marked edge over the competition in June 1840
during his tenure as director of amusements at the Vauxhall Garden at
the northern end of the Bowery. There he dispensed with the regular
stock company of performers and “jobbed-in" artists for the night for an
ever-changing mix of music, ventriloquism, and enactments of street
types such as the Fulton Market Roarer.

There is no mistake in the performance at this establishment. They are
exceedingly various, and full of life and merriment. This is what we want.
The public have enough to groan and sigh about at home these times, they
go out to such places as Vauxhall to “laugh and grow fat,” and Barnum is
determined they shall not go in vain.®

In order to “laugh and grow fat” at a more central site, Barnum secured,
through dubious means, the lease to Scudder’s museum on the corner of
Broadway and Ann Street, facing both City Hall Park and the elite Astor
House Hotel. To this previously respectable location, he imported the
Bowery techniques of showmanship and display. In 1844, he trans-
formed the exterior of the building, applying overnight 104 five-foot-
high transparencies of the curiosities contained within: “When the liv-
ing stream rolled down Broadway the next morning and reached the
Astor House corner, it seemed to meet with a sudden check. I never saw
so many open mouths and astonished eyes.””>* On the inside, Barnum
gave similar Bowery treatment to the musty showcases of Scudder’s
exhibit, which had contained examples of natural creation arranged in
Linnaean order. Freaks, national wonders, and a host of “transient
attractions” reproduced the “exceedingly various” offering of the
Vauxhall Garden.

Since Barnum was eager to attract and develop the largest public
possible, he also carefully removed any taint of immorality from the
exhibition or his persona. He undertook a fashionably late conversion to
the cause of temperance in 1847 and wisely labeled the theatrical space
in his museum “‘a lecture room.” On this stage W. H. Smith’s temper-
ance drama, The Drunkard, became the first play in the United States
ever to achieve an uninterrupted run of one hundred performances.™
Barnum was also evidently the first amusement entrepreneur to in-
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troduce the matinee as a regular feature of theatrical practice, allowing
women and children to attend a world of pleasure previously associated
with the “shadows” of nightlife. Barnum was no humbug or simple
pitchman. He offered all this entertainment as a republican gesture. He
invited the inquiring public into his museum not to be fooled, but rather
to have its credulity tested and its native intelligence exercised. He ad-
vertised one of his greatest hoaxes, the Feegee mermaid, for instance, as
an authentic wonder of nature and as a cleverly sewn together series of
animal parts. It was the “duty” of republican citizens to come and seek
the truth for themselves.>

Barnum cleverly knit together a celebration of market, crowds, re-
spectability, and republicanism. He reassembled a fragmented cultural
terrain by containing on one site as many options as possible. In this
sense, the museum, despite its visual impact, was a nonplace—a mere
extension of the street, the entrance to which was not restricted by class,
ethnicity, or gender. The “living stream” of Broadway was checked only
by a brief exchange of twenty-five cents at the door.

The Central Park

Olmsted and Vaux’s famous “Greensward’ plan for The Central Park,
which won first prize in the competition established by the Park Com-
missioners in 1858, presented a different and opposing conception of
urban crowding and culture. The Greensward plan, with its emphasis
on an uninterrupted sweep of natural scenery, became an integral part
of New York's landscape and of the language of park planning; it is thus
hard to recapture the design’s original contribution or to see how it
offered a programmatic solution to the problems of a culturally divided
city. In fact, the conception of a park as a unified work of scenic art was a
relatively late entry in the field of park functions and uses. As early as
1844, N. P. Willis had editorialized about the need for a large promenade
for walking and driving, a place where the middle classes could learn
and enact fashion and etiquette. Even Andrew Jackson Downing, the
landscape architect whose articles in the Horticulturalist supposedly be-
gan the legislative drive to establish a large open space, conceived of an
urban park as a “‘drawing room,” in which all classes could exchange
pleasantries under the shade of trees.”

Even after the Central Park site had been formally appropriated, in
1853, and the commissioners had set the terms for the competition, a
wide variety of notions existed. Frank Leslie’s, the most popular illus-
trated magazine in the city, urged designers to follow “the French, who
have wisely allowed the labouring classes to have cafe concerts, cirques,
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ambulatory exhibitions, and shooting galleries. . . . We must not make
our places of public amusement like our fashionable dwellings—the
abodes of isolated grandeur.””*®

Almost all of the thirty-three designs submitted did incorporate some
elements of the popular carnivalesque: playgrounds, concert halls, skat-
ing ponds, or prospect towers. One plan placed a shooting gallery, a
third of a mile in length, next to the receiving reservoir; another en-
visioned a forty-acre amphitheater surrounding a parade ground. All,
except Greensward, contained areas for exhibition halls and other forms
of architectural embellishment. There was a great fondness of statuary
and republican symbolism: a plan labeled “hope”” had the entire history
of the Revolution told in frescoes on the walls of the old reservoir.”

Olmsted’s pitch for Greensward as a “single work of art” should be
judged in the context of other proposals that saw the park as a potpourri
of landscaping tastes and social functions. Only a unified, natural scene
could counter the commercial life of the city rather than serve as an
extension of the street. In Greensward, all of the infringements of the
city were minimized: crosstown traffic disappeared from view in the
sunken transverse roads; sharp curves were introduced in the circular
drives in order to prevent “opportunities for trotting matches”; the
parade ground reappeared as an informal, spacious “meadow.” Even
the promenade, a requirement of the commission, was subordinated to
the unity of the landscape by aligning it with the enormous vista rock
above the Seventy-ninth Street crossing.®

Such “art” had an implicit social function. It left little room for the
planned gregarious activities of any group in New York society other
than children. Olmsted hoped that Central Park might offer a varied,
though much more controlled, performance than any existing on the
street or in Barnum’s museum. On entering the park, through gates that
represented the various callings in American life, one would leave the
anxieties and emulations of social class behind to be ““recreated” by the
beauties of the landscape.

Like Barnum’s Museum, Olmsted presented Vaux’s plan as a model
of democracy and republicanism. However, the park would incorporate,
or rather diffuse, the crowd on a plane of “aesthetic culture” rather than
crass commercialism. Moreover, the park promised to be only the first of
many locations—galleries, museums, educational institutions—that the
state would sponsor in order to “elevate” the mass. Even before joining
the park staff as superintendent in 1857, Olmsted had urged his young
liberal friends to ““get up parks, gardens, music, dancing schools, re-
unions which will be so attractive as to force into contact the good and
the bad, the gentleman and the rowdy.”®! Those who thought such
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integration impossible were guilty of the ““fallacy of cowardly conserva-
tism.” He treasured, as an example of this fallacy, an editorial from the
Herald that predicted that any attempt to impose European notions of
civility was doomed to failure. In America, stated the Herald,

we know no “‘nobility and gentry”: nothing but a public which is all and
everything, and in which Sam the Five Pointer is as good a man as William
B. Astor or Edward Everett. Further, whatever is done by or for the public
aforesaid, is done by and for Sam as much as any one else. . . . Therefore,
when we open a public park, Sam will air himself in it. . . . He will enjoy
himself there whether by having a muss, or a drink at the corner groggery
opposite the great gate. He will run races with his new horse in the
carriage way. He will knock any better dressed man down who remon-
strates with him.%

For the first fifteen years of the park’s existence, while it remained under
the supervision of reform politicians, elite New Yorkers congratulated
themselves, and the “public,” that this exercise in aesthetic engineering
had proved a success. George Templeton Strong thought that “the Cen-
tral Park, the Astor Library and a developed Columbia University prom-
ise to make the city twenty years hence a real center of culture and
civilization.” Henry Bellows, the Unitarian minister who organized the
U.S. Sanitary Commission during the Civil War, saw the Park as a
“grand test of the ability of the people to know their own higher wants,
of the power of their artistic instincts.”®® Yet in 1877, at the end of the
national phase of Reconstruction, both the park and Olmsted fell prey to
a revived Tammany Hall, emerging from the ashes of the Tweed Ring.
New plans were introduced for a trotting track, for commercial restau-
rants, and for the independent park police to become another arena of
patronage.

The competing visions of the park’s uses today, and the fact that it
has always—even before it existed—been an area of political negotia-
tion, illustrate the legacy of antebellum urban culture. The period estab-
lished a series of oscillations between the claims of respectability and
rowdiness, between legislative control of amusements and unrestricted
commercial culture, that continue to reverberate in New York City, even
though they have often changed their sites and their personnel. After
the Civil War the dominant mode changed. Print media and stage pro-
duction were shaped by greater concentrations of capital and further
integrations of entrepreneurial action. In a city that rebuilds itself every
twenty years, this change was quickly registered in the geography of
urban places: the imposing press buildings surrounding City Hall, the
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crystallization of the theater and entertainment industries in Union
Square, and the “Ladies’ Mile”” of department stores on Sixth Avenue.

Cultural resolutions to the realities of urban inequality did not emerge
out of a “consensus,” however much entrepreneurs and reformers both
wanted to invoke the “public” to justify their activities. Their efforts
were rooted in the republican rhetoric in which the problems of Ameri-
can urbanization were first articulated. Though the Nabob and Five
Pointer have since disappeared, at least two terms—the “public” and
the ““middle class”’—mark the vast spaces between indigence and luxury
over which they once stood guard.
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Rethinking the Origins
of Machine Politics

Amy Bridges

Like Topsy, machine politics “just grew”” in the United States. For nearly
a century, it was the characteristic form of American city government.
Although political development theorists have recently analyzed cor-
ruption, patronage, and personalistic leadership in a number of coun-
tries, machine politics was long seen to be—as indeed it was—a pecu-
liarly American phenomenon. As a result, Americanists have sought to
explain the political machine in terms of the outstanding peculiarities of
the United States. Some see the purportedly nonideological style of the
machine as the urban counterpart of the liberal tradition, equally
grounded in absence of class consciousness. The close association of the
machine and ethnic politics has led others to view the machine as a
product of nineteenth century immigrant culture and ethnic conflict.
Although liberal consciousness and ethnic pluralism seem most dis-
tinctive to social scientists, nineteenth century citizens themselves had a
different understanding of the exceptional character of their country. To
them, the United States was special less in its ideological universe or the
immigrant presence than in the broad embrace of its franchise. Across
classes, ethnic groups, and political persuasions, citizens voiced the
singularity and frailty of the American experiment in republican govern-
ment. Advocates of mass education advised citizens that “popular intel-
ligence and popular virtue are indispensable to the existence and con-
tinuance of a government such as ours.”! Nativists worried lest those
raised in undemocratic environments would be unable to bear the re-
sponsibilities of liberty.? Democrats reminded voters that in America,

53
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democratic principles guarded “the civil and religious rights of the poor
man . . . as well as the rich.””® Labor leaders argued that the workingmen
had “one weapon . . . more powerful than the gun or the chain beyond
the barricades of Paris. It was the ballot.”* Finally, the organizer of the
City Reform party in New York argued that the political health of the
city was an index of the political health of the nation, and urged citizens
“to remember the world-wide importance of the novel experiment of
our Federal government, on which we believe our own and the hap-
piness of the world to be much dependent.””®

The great importance of white manhood suffrage early in the history
of the United States should be clear to scholars as well as contemporary
spokesmen. In this essay I relate the origins of machine politics to this
special feature of American political development. I argue that the ex-
pansion of suffrage and the creation of the second American party sys-
tem in the 1830s planted the seeds for machine politics. By 1860 they had
borne fruit, and the cities of the United States exhibited central elements
of machine politics. From the 1790s to the 1830s, local politics was sim-
ply a pale reflection of national debates. By 1860, however, city politics
had a life of its own, relatively sheltered from national events, and quite
distinctively urban. American cities exhibited intense two-party compe-
tition in the 1830s and 1840s, but by 1860 that competition had become a
lopsided affair, with one party claiming the loyalty of a clear majority of
the electorate. In Pittsburgh, Baltimore, New York, Boston, Providence,
and Newark the second American party system gave way to one-party
dominance in the 1850s. Bosses appeared in Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Phil-
adelphia, New York, and Boston.® Popular clubs of various sorts pro-
vided the rudiments of ward organization, while the expanded func-
tions of urban government provided, for the first time, significant
patronage resources independent of partisan victories in state or na-
tional elections.

Machine politics was not wholly institutionalized anywhere in 1860.
Discipline had yet to be imposed on party bosses who were, as Martin
Shefter has written, entering an era of “rapacious individualism.”” Nor
had a modus vivendi yet been reached between bosses and urban elites.
Party organization, though considerably stronger than in the heyday of
the second American party system, was still a far cry from the disci-
plined hierarchies that would appear later in the century. Nevertheless,
by 1860 the patronage, the majority, the clubs, the boss, and his reform
antagonist were all in place. The origins of machine politics can thus be
found in the antebellum era.

New York provides a noteworthy case of this evolution. While any
number of things are special about New York, the broad outlines of its
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political transformation represent the antebellum experience well. New
York’s political transformation may be understood, first, as the local
counterpart of transformations in state government and the law in the
United States. A comparative perspective suggests a second under-
standing. In general, the themes of antebellum political life in New York
and other cities paralleled the social and political conflicts in other indus-
trializing communities in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies. But the political ground on which these conflicts were fought and
resolved was, by contrast, special to the United States. Here, industriali-
zation happened simultaneously with the abolition of property barriers
to suffrage. Comparing the American case with England’s in the same
period suggests that the exceptional context of widespread suffrage best
explains the creation of machine politics as the American way of city
government.

Local Politics from Jackson to Lincoln

At the election of Andrew Jackson, New York and other cities retained
important aspects of eighteenth century society and politics. The mer-
chant and the artisan were its characteristic citizens. The great waves of
immigration and the disorganizing changes of industrialization still lay
ahead. More generally, political life took the form that Ronald For-
misano aptly named “deferential participant.””® Wealthy men accounted
for the great majority of officeholders. Their political position was based
on their exercise of social leadership. “Even the most prominent citi-
zens,” Paul Weinbaum has written, ““did not stand apart from the rest of
society.” In times of economic distress, for example, ad hoc ward com-
mittees were formed to collect funds and then distribute relief. The
wealthy not only contributed money but also worked door to door dis-
tributing charity.” Wealthy men also provided leadership in volunteer
fire companies. As partisans, wealthy men led mobs; as officeholders,
patricians used the respect they commanded to control mobs. Wealthy
officeholders were also generous to their constituents: for example,
when Gideon Lee was an alderman he donated money for a school to be
built in his ward.'® Since personal characteristics like courage, generos-
ity, or the capacity to exercise authority were central to both civic and
political leadership, the line between public and private was indistinct.
The Jacksonian city, like the eighteenth century city, might reasonably
be spoken of as a “‘community.”

In the 1830s, these relations began to unravel. The creation of the
second American party system introduced the career politician and par-
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tisan competition. Population growth and abolition of property qualifi-
cations for white male suffrage created a large electorate. More subtly,
increasingly diverse social and political values made the task of creating
political order more difficult.

Deferential-participant politics gave way as men of substance with-
drew from a variety of leadership roles. While the wealthy continued to
contribute to charitable efforts, for example, the administration of char-
ity became professionalized.' The fire department became the province
of the working classes. Career politicians replaced patricians in office,
though in taking the mantle of political office they endeavored to sustain
the patrician style of civic and social leadership.

Like the patrician, the career politician provided his courage and
leadership in the fire department. For him as for the patrician, the ward
was the centerpiece of political life, and benefits brought to the ward
served as a claim for reelection.'? As candidates, new politicians as well
as old stressed personal generosity, courage, and benevolence. Thus the
friendship for the poor and the working classes that later became central
to the style of the boss were part of the career politician from the begin-
ning, even as they had been part of the patrician style.

The new and old politicians differed in two key aspects, however.
Career politicians lacked the personal resources the patricians had.
Lesser personal resources meant that when the politician provided for
his constituents, he did so from the city budget. Expanded municipal
construction, the night watch, and an effort to create paying jobs in the
volunteer fire department supplemented charity as evidence of concern
for voters.™

The second and more important difference was that career politicians
were partisans. Local candidates were tied to national parties by senti-
ment, money, and patronage resources. While the city’s wealthiest men
stopped running for office, they remained active in political and party
life, and local politicians depended on their contributions for party sup-
port. State and national victories by one’s own party, moreover, brought
plentiful patronage resources, and this further tied local politics to the
national parties.'* The short life of various local third-party insurgencies
demonstrated the impossibility of sustaining a party unconnected to
either Whigs or Democrats. Not long after the Whigs appeared, then,
local politics everywhere was dominated by the Whig-Democrat debate.

Local politics did not fit comfortably into this mold, for citizen groups
found fault with both parties. For example, organized labor in New York
attacked the Democrats as hypocrites in their claim to be advocates of
working men, and objected to the use of government payrolls for parti-
san purposes. Similarly, efforts to subject the fire companies to party
control were vigorously resisted. (That some fire companies chose parti-
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san allegiance was an altogether different matter.)”> Whigs and Demo-
crats alike opposed or refused to endorse policies for which there was
significant popular sentiment. Neither party supported tenement reg-
ulation; both opposed democratization of the public school system;
neither favored compensation for members of the common council;
neither democratized its own organization. Indeed, party policy, gov-
ernment practices, and elite sensibilities were all moving away from
long-standing practices for which there was popular support. In the
Panic of 1837, for example, citizens petitioned the common council to
restore the assize on bread. In response, the Journal of Commerce editori-
alized:

We say, let every man look out for himself. If you weigh the loaf, you
know what it weighs, but if it is stamped with the weight, you do not
know. Let us have fewer laws, and we shall have less trouble. The
Creator, when he made the system, gave it laws, the tendency of which is
always good. Half the laws which men make, do but aggravate the evils
they are intended to cure.’

In the same year the common council declared that “the tendency of
charitable societies is . . . to diminish the industry and economy of the
poor . . . and to promote a lamentable dependency,” and so, in a “de-
parture from a practice . . . long established,” the city curtailed its
support of alms-giving organizations.'”

The distance between government policy and elite views on one
hand, and popular sentiment on the other, endowed the actions of
politicians with a schizophrenic quality. As aldermen, local politicians
agreed to cut back on charity, but with campaigning in mind, they
offered it. As officials, they insisted that legislation limiting the sale of
alcoholic beverages be enforced, but as politicians they refrained from
doing so. As officials, they denounced disorder and rowdyism by gangs
and fire companies, but as politicians they offered patronage to gang
leaders and joined the fire companies themselves. Both parties endorsed
governmental frugality, yet both sought to enlarge the patronage pay-
roll. The schizophrenic behavior of party politicians was symptomatic of
the social tensions they attempted to manage: increasing ethnic diversity
and an articulate, energetic labor movement evolved alongside an
emerging stern, middle class morality. The Whig and Democratic parties
dominated political life, but the coalitions they assembled were fragile
and their hold on the electorate was tenuous. A more adequate political
order would require politicians to accommodate the changing society of
the antebellum city.

Antebellum New Yorkers experienced dramatic changes. Between
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1825 and 1860 the city’s population increased by 500 percent to 814,000.
In the same years, three and a half million immigrants landed in the city,
and though most continued on to other destinations, by 1855 more than
half of the city’s population was foreign born. This posed a challenge to
New York’s politicians: in 1855 the electorate was four and a half times
larger than it had been thirty years earlier, having grown from fewer
than 20,000 to 88,900 men eligible to vote. This group was almost equally
divided between the native- and the foreign-born. By 1865, a full 60
percent of those eligible to vote had not been born in the United States.'®

More profoundly, industrialization had begun to reorganize the city’s
social structure and the ways people got, spent, and labored. In the
Jacksonian city, the characteristic worker was an artisan. Such a
craftsman worked in a small shop in which a master directed journey-
men; journeymen might reasonably aspire to master status; and a small
number of apprentices were trained. This system had never operated in
the United States with the force it had in Europe, for the opportunities of
journeymen to move elsewhere to attain independence and to claim
master status were great. Nevertheless, master, journeyman, and appren-
tice were terms that had real meaning here, in some trades until well
after the Civil War. In the Jacksonian city they accounted for the largest
part of the working classes.”

Over the next generation these workers and their patterns of work
came under a variety of pressures. The crafts shop declined, and what
Wilentz has called the “bastard workshop” and other forms of out-work
appeared. These exhibited an increased division of labor and the aban-
donment of pretenses either to apprenticeship or to the possibility of
rising to master status. By 1855, those who might reasonably still be
termed artisans were a small proportion of the labor force (about 12
percent) and formed the elite of the working classes (about 15 percent).
Another 35.5 percent of the working classes (about 19 percent of the
labor force) were wage workers in trades that had once been organized
as crafts, like cabinet making, printing, and shoe making. And half of
the working classes (49 percent, or 39 percent of the labor force) were
wage workers plain and simple, men and women whose work never
had the status or style of the craft—for example, laundresses, laborers,
porters, watchmen, and drivers.?

Native-born and immigrant workers found different places in this
complex class structure. More than half of the American-born labor force
was in the middle or upper classes or retained artisan status. By con-
trast, the most common occupations of the Ireland-born were laborer
and domestic; the largest group of German-born workers, like the larg-
est group of those from England and Scotland, were wage workers in
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trades that had once been organized as crafts. Despite their higher
status, it would be wrong to think of the American-born workers as
having been “pushed up” by the immigrants, for the number of places
that opened up at the bottom of the class structure far outnumbered
those at the top. If the United States—born were doing well compared to
immigrants, they had nevertheless lost a great deal in wages, status, and
autonomy compared to their situation a generation earlier.?!

This social reordering posed infinitely more elaborate social and po-
litical challenges than any description of occupational changes can con-
vey. These challenges provoked politicians to schizophrenic behavior
throughout the antebellum era, and informed the long list of issues—
charity, education, and municipal employment, to name just a few—
that constitute the “street-fighting pluralism”?* of local politics. For all
that complexity, it still might be said that local politics was reorganized
by immigration in the 1840s and by class in the 1850s.

In the 1830s and 1840s, Whigs and Democrats alike adopted a du-
plicitous stance toward nativists and the foreign-born. Both parties pub-
licly courted immigrants, yet neither genuinely welcomed them. Both
parties had significant nativist sentiment, but both resisted open en-
dorsement of nativist goals. Party leaders had good reason to be reluc-
tant to take strong positions on foreign-born citizens. Before the appear-
ance of the nativist American Republican party in 1843, party coalitions
were not nearly so ethnically differentiated as they were to become.
Party competition was intense, and neither party was willing to forsake
either the American-born or the (smaller) foreign-born vote.

The social tensions surrounding the immigrant presence were inti-
mately linked to tensions around other issues. For example, New York's
schools were run by the Public School Society, a closed corporation with
an elite membership that dispensed public monies and administered
schools. The Society was dominated by Presbyterians and Episcopa-
lians. In 1840, Catholics, Methodists, and Baptists petitioned for a share
of funds, though in order to preserve a solid Protestant front, Baptists
and Methodists quickly withdrew. Although Catholics may have had
little sympathy from other citizens, events also made it clear that the
School Society, a most unrepublican institution, also had little popular
support. Nevertheless, both parties in the city supported the Society
and opposed efforts to democratize school administration. Conversely,
many Baptists and Methodists voted to democratize school administra-
tion, even though it meant that in some wards control would fall into the
hands of Catholics.? Just as issues of ethnicity and religion in the
schools could not easily be segregated from the issue of a “republican”
manner of administering education, so other issues might be treacher-
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ous for the parties or for party leadership. As a result, efforts to organize
nativist sentiment at the polls were left to third party movements and
insurgents.

The American Republican party of the 1840s and the Know Nothing
organization of the 1850s served as nativist standard bearers. American
Republicans claimed to be a party of “true Americanism” and a party of
municipal reform. Its candidate for mayor was publisher James Harper.
Harper was a child of “sturdy, upright, inflexible,” teetotaling Method-
ists, and was himself prominently associated with temperance and
moral reform. He and his brothers were craftsmen whose hard work and
ingenuity had built one of the city’s largest publishing firms; they
managed it with a fatherly (and anti-union) concern. Harper’s candi-
dacy, then, represented paternalism, sobriety, Protestantism, hard
work, and Whiggish leveling-up.?* His presence, and party rhetoric,
resonated with the aims of moral and temperance reformers on one
hand, and with the waning political culture of the city’s artisans on the
other. Reinforcing the party’s appeal in 1844 was Whig endorsement,
with which the American Republicans swept the city’s election. The
Whigs later withdrew their approval, and the American Republicans
quickly collapsed, but this episode gave the party system a stronger
ethnic cast. Nativist voters were wed to the Whigs, who abandoned
Irish and German immigrants to the Democrats. In the short run, this
gave the Whigs the edge in local elections, but in the long run it favored
the Democrats.?

In the 1850s, the Know Nothings briefly mobilized about a third of the
city’s electorate. Like the American Republicans, the Know Nothings
allied with municipal reformers of the 1850s, enabling the reformers on
one occasion to win a majority in the common council.?® Though in
office nativists deprived some immigrant groups of patronage appoint-
ments, they could not exclude naturalized citizens from political life,
much less restrict immigration. Their lasting contribution was to give
municipal reform a nativist tinge that did not shake off until well into the
twentieth century.

Democrats opposed the claims of nativists, Whigs, and reformers by
insisting that Democracy was the “true home of the working classes.”
Since the working classes were largely foreign-born, it was perhaps
inevitable that, once religion and culture became politicized, the party
would claim to protect their cultural interests. Democratic rhetoric fused
the issues of culture, class, and liberty. Temperance legislation was de-
nounced as “sumptuary law” and, as such, “the bane of all republics.””
Know Nothings were denounced as “traitors to the Constitution . . .
bigots and fanatics in religion.”?® In the last antebellum decade, Demo-
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cratic Mayor Fernando Wood helped immigrants to organize sympa-
thetic slates to run for ward school boards. This was especially impor-
tant to Catholic parents, whose children were often the target of
Protestant proselytizing. So the party might claim that it “alone . . .
helped the working classes, was in favor of education of the children of
the poor man . . . of granting religious tolerance.”?

The Democrats’ insistence that they were the workingman’s best ad-
vocate did not go without challenge from the labor movement. The
party had never been nor ever became a labor party, but workers made
an imprint on the party as their character changed with industrial
change. The Jacksonian labor movement criticized a series of gaps be-
tween party rhetoric and reality, attacking the “bold face hypocrisy of
those who are always boisterous in their professions of democracy to the
people.”® In the 1840s, when the union movement was in disarray,
Democrats tolerated workingmen’s advocates and radicals of various
sorts.

The greatly revived labor movement of the 1850s differed from its
predecessors. It was dominated by wage workers rather than craftsmen
(though a significant number of labor leaders and spokesmen from the
1830s and 1840s reappeared in leadership positions). An Industrial Con-
gress was organized in the 1850s with a clear agenda for local politics. It
wanted to abolish the contract system for public works, arguing that
since construction was labor-intensive, low bids would come from con-
tractors who paid low wages. They sought instead municipal employ-
ment at a minimum wage. Supervisors would be men who had served
apprenticeships rather than “political creatures”; job security would be
based on merit rather than partisan affiliation. As they had in the 1830s,
labor leaders demanded tenement regulation; the Congress called for
district surveyors to oversee landlords and rents and enforcement of a
housing code.*!

This agenda became more pressing and more elaborate at mid-
decade, when economic collapse put thousands out of work. Each win-
ter, beginning in 1854, there were mass meetings of the unemployed,
with as many as 20,000 attending. Though it was admitted that the
wealthy were trying to relieve suffering, private charity was declared
both inadequate and degrading. Unemployed workers demanded that
the city government take action. Again it was insisted that the city
abandon the contract system and provide public employment with a
minimum wage and without partisan bias. One suggestion was to ex-
pand work on Central Park, and this did ultimately employ as many as
1,000 men per day. Another demand was that the city build apartments
on its own land, in order to provide employment, low-income housing,
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and income to the city treasury. It was demanded—as it had been a
century earlier—that the export of grain be curtailed. Workers also
asked for a moratorium on evictions to protect the unemployed and
their families. The basic and essential demand, however, was ‘bread or
workg’z’ the slogan on the placards of those who marched on City Hall in
1857.

The Democracy could not be indifferent to these pressures. In 1857,
the mayor proposed that the city issue a special construction stock to
finance the purchase of foodstuffs to be used to pay those employed on
public works: the improvement of Central Park; the construction of a
new reservoir and some firehouses; the usual grading, paving, curbing,
and cleaning of streets; and dock repairs.*® Subsequently, and not sur-
prisingly, Democratic voters were often reminded to vote for those who
would, when in control of public employment, treat their employees
fairly, who had provided employment in times of distress, or who had
dispensed charity without respect to religion. Most often, voters were
reminded that the party was best understood as “hard working Democ-
racy.”®* “Democratic Workingmen’s Clubs . . . permanently established
in the wards” began to make their appearance early in the 1860s.% In
1868 the party’s spokesmen asked, “Is not the pending contest preemi-
nently one of capital against labor, of money against popular rights, and
of political power against the struggling interest of the masses?>

The reasons Democratic politicians gave voters to claim popular sup-
port point to a significant feature of New York’s political life in the 1850s:
city government had grown even more quickly than the city itself, pro-
viding plentiful resources to build party organization and to cultivate
popular support. This contrasted strikingly to the 1840s, when politi-
cians faced an electorate of 40,000 with perhaps 2,000 jobs.*” Earlier,
politicians had looked to state and federal employment in the city to
supplement their own resources. The Customs House had the largest
staff, 750. When President Jackson appointed a collector who failed to
use the Customs House to reward the local party faithful, party leaders
complained that he had “driven from our ward meetings a body of
strong Republicans who for twenty or thirty years have been the back-
bone of our party.”?® By the 1850s, however, there were seven munici-
pal departments with substantial employment and elected commission-
ers, including the commissioners of streets, repairs, and supplies, the
almshouse, and the city inspector, whose province was public health. In
addition, there were franchises, contracts, and the police force, this last
initially appointed by the aldermen and later by the mayor.* In 1858 a
local politician wrote to a friend, “It is hardly necessary . . . to tell you
that city patronage is greater than the Customs House,” and three years
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later a Tammany official declared, “No man should have power in this
state if that power is to be swayed by the authorities in Washington.”*

The rhetoric, the clubs, the charity, the patronage, and the defense of
the cultural interests of the working classes are summed up in the ap-
pearance of the boss. Militant, “hard-fisted,” and tough, the boss’s style
reflected the culture of the working classes. Aptly opposed by Sam Bass
Warner to the “gentleman Democrat,” the boss ostentatiously associ-
ated himself with gangs, volunteer fire companies, the places and
priorities of the working classes. In some cities bosses were nativists; in
others, like New York, they cultivated immigrant votes. Everywhere,
they associated themselves with the many and distanced themselves
from the few. As Weber wrote, “the American boss . . . deliberately
relinquishes social honor.”4!

These arrangements were fraught with provocation to the city’s re-
spectable element. Some saw the association of the boss with the volun-
teer fire companies and gangs and with “dangerous classes” more gen-
erally as an outright endorsement of mob violence and disrespect for
law. Reformers insisted that “we should rule by men instead of mus-
cle.”*? They agreed, moreover, with newspaper editors who found the
relief proposals of the late 1850s simply shocking. The Evening Post edi-
torialized that state provision of work for the unemployed was “one of
the most monstrous doctrines ever broached in revolutionary France,”*
and the Times agreed that ““the successful owe pity, and when neces-
sary, relief, to their unfortunate brethren. The former owe it as a moral
obligation, but the latter cannot demand it as a right.”** Even some
Democratic politicians denounced the mayor for “‘a demagogical attempt
to array the poor against the rich.”** The city’s businessmen also ob-
jected to the corruption in the granting of franchises and contracts,
perhaps because the common council of 1852-1853 outdid its predeces-
sors by failing to deliver contracts to those from whom it had taken
bribes.* Finally, the city’s fiscal situation was increasingly precarious.
Though the tax rate was increasing, current expenditures were increas-
ingly covered by borrowing.*

These reasons moved the city’s businessmen to organize a reform
movement to try to regain control of city government in the 1850s. For
the first time in a generation, businessmen acted as ward organizers and
ran for the common council. With clandestine Know Nothing support,
reformers won control of the city council in 1853. After that, reformers
won only a third or so of the city’s electorate, and could control the city
only when some fraction of the Democracy could be persuaded to defect
to the ranks of reform. Reformers were thus crippled by their lack of
public appeal and consequent dependence on party. As the election of
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1859 approached, the same men who had urged citizens to neglect parti-
sanship and vote for reform in local elections desperately wanted the
Democrats to win the national election. For the rest of the century,
although reformers intermittently demanded that the “infamous gov-
ernment of the city of New York must be put down,”*® for the most part
they were condemned to futile, if valiant, opposition. By the mid-1850s,
New York was a Democratic city; by 1860, overwhelmingly so. Between
1856 and 1863, Democratic factions taken together never accounted for
less than half of the vote. This set the political stage for the competition
of boss and reformer for generations to come.

Rethinking the Origins of Machine Politics

The origins of machine politics lie in the antebellum years, when U.S.
cities lost their last resemblance to the eighteenth century municipality
of merchant and artisan. In these years, the characteristic actors of nine-
teenth and twentieth century urban politics appeared. Perhaps most
striking, the political machine was forged in an environment where no
one—with the possible exception of machine politicians—wanted it.
Working class leaders demanded something resembling a local welfare
state, where government would hire on the basis of skill rather than
politics. Catholic immigrants wanted government to stop assisting Prot-
estant proselytizers and to assist parochial education. Reformers wanted
small, efficient, honest government. Probably not a few citizens wished
that things might simply be as they had been a generation before.

The fact that machine politics was not the program of either the
business elite or social movements has important ramifications for ex-
plaining its creation. Most obviously, the machine did not “institu-
tionalize” some particular set of values. Machine politics cannot be
properly understood as the institutionalization of working class ethics,
immigrant solidarities, or neighborhood loyalties. Nor can it be ex-
plained with reference to elite desires for social control. Rather, machine
politics, like most political arrangements, was the product of inheritance
and incrementalism, conflict, inadvertence, and compromise.

Satisfying explanations for the appearance of the machine must
necessarily connect with the larger patterns of American political devel-
opment. In particular, the close association of the machine and ethnic
politics suggests to some that the machine was a product of immigrant
culture and ethnic conflict. The best known of these arguments appears
in City Politics. In that 1963 book, Edward Banfield and James Q. Wilson,
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following Hofstadter, argue that nineteenth century city politics was
grounded in an immigrant political ethos at variance with middle class
WASP values. The private-regarding values of immigrant voters led
them to accept patronage, corruption, and ““friendship” rather than in-
sisting on honesty and attention to the public weal.* Similarly, Daniel
Patrick Moynihan argues that the social norms of deference and per-
sonal dependency were lasting Irish peasant values that facilitated ma-
chine building and Irish political success.>® More recently, in The Private
City, Sam Bass Warner, Jr., claims that the antebellum era embraced a
shift from working class to ethnic politics. This ethnic politics was based
in homogeneous communities and their neighborhood associations, and
paved the way for boss rule.”

Three empirical objections may be raised to these explanations. First,
machine politics was not in any obvious way what immigrants wanted
(though surely, from their point of view, bosses were preferable to re-
formers). Second, ethnicity was not the whole story, nor even the domi-
nant theme of antebellum political life. Third, the hallmarks of machine
politics and the persona of the boss predate an immigrant influence in
the electorate. Personal loyalty and deference characterized patrician
leadership; bosses hardly invented them. The partisan abuse of public
employment was also not new to the antebellum era: The worst abuses
may well have been committed by the Federalists in the 1790s.>? The
elements of machine politics, then, substantially predate the arrival of
the immigrants and the later political ascent of the Irish.

If the antebellum reordering of urban politics does not stem from
immigration, then how does it connect with larger patterns of U.S.
political development? Urban political change can be better understood
as one part of the transformation of the whole national political system
in response to the beginnings of industrialization and the challenge of
mass suffrage. The last property restrictions on white manhood suffrage
had been abolished by the 1830s.® The first generation of the modern
working class appeared at this same moment. Because the new working
classes were concentrated in cities, and because urban government is
more accessible to popular groups than state or national government,
political reordering in the city was more chaotic, complex, and ambigu-
ous than at higher levels of the political system. Yet economic develop-
ment also provoked controversy in cities about the proper role of gov-
ernment and the nature of an equitable law. In this volatile setting,
community was redefined, “new linkages between the particular inter-
est of individuals and groups” organized, and “new meaning” given to
“the common purpose” largely through the existing political parties.>*
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State government changed substantially in the antebellum years in
response to such pressures.”® As in cities, state government entered this
period operating by eighteenth century precepts, such as regulating
trade. As industrialization proceeded, the pervasive support for this
stance eroded. To artisans, laborers, and farmers, the granting of such
special privileges constituted ““a violation of the first principles of their
democratic faith.”% To the business elite, who were losing their exclu-
sive hold on political life, government intervention also seemed risky.
As a result, by 1860 state functions like regulation and franchises, licens-
ing, road building, and mixed enterprises had disappeared or changed
their function. The rise of a powerful market system made such govern-
ment activity seem ‘‘unnecessary, useless, and embarrassing restric-
tions” on the “inherently beneficent” operation of the economy.” As
Hartz summarizes the new political economy, “businessmen were
heroes and politicians were villains.”>® At the state level, then, the re-
sponse to industrialism was marked by the appearance of a more obvi-
ously liberal political order.

These themes are not unique. “Ultimately,” as Hartz writes, “for all
the magical chemistry of American life, we are dealing with materials
common to the Western world.”*® In England as in the United States,
merchants, industrialists, and financiers rejected “what the rich owe the
poor” and embraced laissez-faire ideology and moral reform. England
also witnessed an organized effort to convince the working classes and
the poor of the virtues of Protestantism, “self-dependence,” and greater
industriousness, frugality, and temperance.®® English working classes,
like the American, denounced the “industrial system” as immoral and
learned political economy from Tom Paine.®'

Although many issues were the same, the evolution of local and
national politics was fought and resolved on a much narrower political
ground in England than in the United States. In the United States, the
ballot was added to the strike; the nominating convention to the riot;
partisan insurgency to protest; and party to class. Reciprocally, electoral
politics provided the contextual rules for resolving social conflicts, and
so shaped the resolutions to its own logic and discipline. In England, the
same social disagreements were necessarily resolved by different rules,
and so produced different outcomes.

In England, the suffrage was restricted, and the range of local gov-
ernment responsibilities limited. Local “‘government” hardly existed
at all, but was divided among a variety of institutions. The only poten-
tially republican element of local governance was the vestry. Each par-
ish chose officers to administer the poor law, and selected constable
and watchmen, highway surveyors, and “improvement commissions”
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(which might engage in any of the housekeeping functions from lighting
to street improvements to maintenance of the church). These included
two issues dear to the working classes everywhere: ensuring sympa-
thetic police and distributing charity judiciously (which also had a cer-
tain patronage component). The improvement commissions and related
activities of the vestry also offered potential resources for building polit-
ical organizations.5?

John Foster also describes how a well-organized and disciplined labor
movement put the vestry to the political advantage of the working
classes of Oldham. Control of the police and the administration of relief
are at the center of this story. Foster writes that ““the basic social function
of labor’s organized strength was to control the police” in order to pro-
tect the illegal union movement. Vestry selection of the constable, and
control of constabulary expenses, provided local officers who were pas-
sive at moments of popular protest and violence (if not active on the
popular side). Control of the administration of relief had equally obvious
benefits for the poor and working classes. Not only did an expanded
relief budget evidence working class control of its dispensation, but
paying jobs for the oversight of poor relief also provided sinecures for
working people’s advocates. Just as New York's earlier budget provoked
controversy, the activities of Oldham’s vestry invited political oppo-
sition. Rather than contest control of the vestry, this opposition suc-
cessfully removed from the vestry those powers that made control
worthwhile. The constabulary was made directly responsible to the
magistrates, and the Poor Law of 1847 narrowed the electorate for the
Board of Guardians for poor relief. That solution to the challenge of
democratic politics was followed almost everywhere.®

Vestry politics usually exhibited less disciplined popular control than
in Oldham. Nevertheless, local elites found the more moderate pos-
sibilities of democratic politics unpalatable for several reasons. First, as
urban population grew, towns were also becoming both poorer and
more proletarian. Second, the Municipal Reform Act of 1835 increased
the potential authority of local government, and with it the potential
reach of popular participation. ‘‘Before municipal reform,”” Derek Fraser
has written, “liberal vestries counterbalanced Tory oligarchies and af-
ter it artisan and working class vestries counterbalanced bourgeois-
dominated councils.”** Municipal reform, however, joined local govern-
ment to great national struggles between urban economic elites and the
gentry. In this, “Victorian town halls were fortresses in the battle against
country estates.”®> On one hand, urban elites needed to establish con-
trol of local government. For that purpose, denying the vestry its former
prerogatives was essential. Just as state governments in the United
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States had tried, in the 1850s, to remove some powers from local govern-
ment jurisdiction by creating state-controlled commissions (most often
for the police force), so in English cities local elites created new au-
thorities they could control. On the other hand, bourgeois politicians
worked for Liberal control of the city to balance Tory power in the
countryside. As municipal government became the locus for the exercise
of authority and party combat, the lower classes became “spectators to a
struggle for power among their social superiors.”® From an American
point of view, what is most striking is how effectively the upper classes
wrote and rewrote the rules of political life to exclude popular access: In
the very same years local politics here was becoming a more contentious
“street-fighting” pluralism, and the “respectable element” felt itself los-
ing ground to the “dangerous classes.”

Comparison to England is implicitly counterfactual. The argument
might be phrased, “had England had manhood suffrage, the social con-
flicts of early industrialization would have produced machine politics
there as in the United States.” In London’s suburbs the vitality of the
vestry and popular politics provides the closest reality to this counterfac-
tual. There at least one politician saw this opportunity and took it.
Sidney and Beatrice Webb relate the career of Joseph Merceron, of Beth-
nal Green, “a local resident of apparently lower middle class extrac-
tion,” who made his way from assistant to the Poor Rate Collector to
Boss (their word) of his parish. Merceron had all the skills of mass
politics. He packed meetings, failed to enforce Sunday closing laws, did
favors to make friends, fixed tax assessments to avoid enemies. He was
possibly as crooked as a politician can be, and was eventually found
guilty of embezzling funds and was sentenced to eighteen months in
prison. Having served his term, he returned to “undisputed suprem-
acy” of his parish, which he dominated until age disabled him.®”

The comparison with England suggests that although the social con-
flicts that spurred the appearance of machine politics were not special to
the United States, the political settings in which they were resolved
were distinctive. The machine became the American way of urban gov-
ernment because the first generation of industrial workers and their
artisan forebears had the vote. The comparatively broad suffrage of
the eighteenth century stamped the institutions of city politics that Jack-
sonian citizens inherited with the popular values of preindustrial soci-
ety. The even broader suffrage of the nineteenth century magnified the
impact of early industrialization on nineteenth century political life. This
political life was the creature of neither the new business elite nor the
new working classes, but was permeated by the tensions between the
rules of republican government, which created gaps between social de-
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sires and public policy and between society and political order. The
result was a set of urban institutions that created “community,” yet
were not what anyone wanted. Those institutions were the political
machine and municipal reform. In the nineteenth century, for American
observers and foreign students alike, New York led the way in building
these characteristic forms. Tweed was the epitome of the boss; Seth Low
became the archetypal reformer. New York’s antebellum political trans-
formation foreshadowed not only its own future but also the future of
the other cities of the American republic.
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The Industrial Era






Manhattan’s Business District
in the Industrial Age

Emanuel Tobier

“Nothing is greater or more brilliant than commerce; it . . . fills the
imagination of the multitude; all energetic passions are directed towards
it.” This is the way Alexis de Tocqueville characterized the élan vital that
differentiated American society from its Old World contemporaries.' Its
glow was nowhere more effulgent, its promises more boundless
(though for most, in reality, bounded) than in nineteenth century New
York. Only briefly the political capital, the city owed its undoubted and
early primacy among American metropolises to its continuously demon-
strated ability to attract and nurture the movers and shakers of a rising
capitalist economy.?

Making sense of New York City’s complex past requires a clear pic-
ture of the forces that shaped the evolution of its economic structure.
Since its economy was at no time homogeneous, it is crucial to grapple
with how its component parts interacted with and influenced the city’s
myriad and forever shifting political and social realms. This essay re-
sponds to this challenge by examining the expansion and changing
functions of the locomotive of the city’s economy—the dynamically
evolving built (and continually rebuilt) physical environment con-
stituted by Manhattan’s business district—during the roughly three-
quarters of a century between the Civil War and the end of the Great
Depression.

At the beginning of this period, Manhattan’s economy was domi-
nated by the shipping and entrep6t activities made possible by its un-
rivaled deep water harbor. In this era workplaces—piers and wharves,

77



78 THE INDUSTRIAL ERA

warehouses, shipyards, provisioning and support services, counting
houses, and so on—were huddled in a tight band in the blocks paral-
leling and leading to Manhattan’s waterfront, its furthest reaches ex-
tending not much above Forty-second Street. At a time when virtually
all people walked to work, over 95 percent of Manhattan’s 800,000-plus
population lived in the nine-square-mile walking city whose northern
boundary was the southernmost point of what would soon become
Central Park.?

After the Civil War, Manhattan’s growth as a manufacturing center
accelerated, and, in the space of a few decades, it massively con-
solidated its position as the fast-industrializing nation’s premier factory
town. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Manhattan, capi-
talizing on its success during the mercantile (or port and entrepét) era,
became the command post—or front office—of the nation’s rapidly ex-
panding cohort of industrial giants. Interestingly, there was no direct
link between the front offices of the capitalists and Manhattan's flourish-
ing manufacturing sector. Physically, the buildings and districts housing
the two sectors were cheek by jowl; less than half a mile separated Wall
Street, the power alley of the first, from Broadway and Canal streets, the
humming intersection of the second. Socially, however, they were
worlds apart; as measured, say, by the differences in status and world
views that separated the affluent, many-storied brownstone households
of Lower Fifth Avenue from the hard-pressed families of the Lower East
Side’s shanty towns a short stroll away.* As an early center of trade and
finance, Manhattan inevitably attracted an elite of enterprise, wealth,
and talent, the lineal descendants, in a manner of speaking, of the
overwhelmingly Protestant executive cadres that ran or supported the
chief executive offices of America’s end-of-the-century corporate world.’
But those who ran its factories and built its infrastructure came from
different and, on the whole, more modest backgrounds. For the most
part, they were German and Irish Catholics, southern Italians, and the
Jews of Eastern Europe.® By the turn of the present century the separate
strands of Manhattan’s economic existence—port, factory town, and
corporate office complex—had generated socioeconomic interests and
groupings whose care and feeding made major and often conflicting
demands on the energies and capacities of the Greater City’s civic and
political cultures.

Defining the Manhattan Business District

The Manhattan business district, as a place, enjoys no autonomous
political existence, or the powers that would flow from such a status. It
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is a mere assemblage of streets. Since 1898, it has been part of the five-
borough ““Greater City.” Previously it had been part of New York
County. Not even in these terms have its boundaries been fixed. Until
quite recently, it has been useful to define it as the area below Sixty-first
Street to the Battery between the East and Hudson rivers.” It reached
this northern rim only after World War I, with the development of the
Midtown office district. Though the term business district connotes a
place to work (and play), this one includes a significant number of
residential areas in its boundaries as well.®

Today’s New York metropolitan region—with over seventeen million
people® living in parts of three states governed by 1,400 local govern-
ments—is largely the historical outcome of economic forces that have
been mediated through the business district’s changing physical fabric
as its economy evolved out of the compact trading post founded by the
tolerant, commercially minded Dutch trading companies at the southern
tip of Manhattan Island in the first quarter of the seventeenth century.'
Then, as now, enterprises transacting business in geographically far-
flung markets powered its economy. The fortunes and misfortunes of
these companies and their principals are not directly tied to the ebb and
flow of local conditions, though they are by no means insulated from
them. They depended on opportunities and forces that originated in a
much wider national and global economic sphere. When Patrick Geddes
included New York City in his 1915 short list of world cities—so called
because therein was conducted a disproportionate share of the world’s
most important business—he referred to the undertakings of the busi-
ness district’s firms.!! For better or worse, the business district has al-
ways provided the city and, more recently, its surrounding metropolitan
area with its chief drawing card in the ceaseless competition with other
places both in the United States and abroad for employment, income,
and wealth.?

Land and building uses in the Manhattan central business district are
incredibly complex and have rarely not been in a state of flux. Its constit-
uent elements, constantly altering in physical form and function, have
exhibited extreme patterns of both competition and complementarity.
As befits a commercial city built for profit and not for glory—be it of
state or religion—its real estate market has exhibited little patience for
nonpecuniary considerations. Yesterday’s valued locational advantages
of a given structure and use can never rest on their laurels in Manhattan,
but must prove themselves at each new turn of the economic wheel.
Failure invites the wrecker’s ball and redevelopment, or worse, foreclo-
sure for tax arrears. As a result, the history of the business district as a
built environment must be understood in terms of changing market
forces and their underlying technological imperatives.
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The Central Business District in the Mercantile Period

Until the Civil War, urbanized Manhattan’s dominant feature was its
extensive waterfront. Manhattan’s unique deep water harbor was easy
to enter, well protected from adverse climatic conditions and linked by
natural waterways, even before the building of the Erie Canal, to several
rich agricultural hinterlands. Hands down, it became the eastern sea-
board’s leading port.’® It was so good it was immune to bad manage-
ment for a long time. One might say that a lot of ruin was built into this
piece of bountiful nature.™

In 1815, 19 percent of all U.S. imports crossed Manhattan’s docks,
and by the beginning of the Civil War this figure had reached 36 percent.
Manhattan’s share of U.S. imports rose from 37 percent in 1821—the
earliest year for which these data are available—to 69 percent by 1860.'°
At a time when foreign trade mattered a great deal to a young and fast-
growing nation, Manhattan had far outdistanced all potential rivals.

At this time, the New York metropolitan region was still composed
of widely scattered and very compact urban settlements. The limited
means of transportation constrained growth, and Manhattan’s concen-
trated settlement pattern reflected this fact. Within the future region,
only Brooklyn, then an independent city facing lower Manhattan on the
opposite shore of the East River, had experienced what could even
remotely be viewed as a comparable level of development.'®

Through the first half of the nineteenth century, most of the impor-
tant wharves, piers, and port-related facilities were on the first mile of
the East River extending north from the Battery. Beyond this point, near
where Manhattan bulges out at Corlear’s Hook, were the shipyards. The
latter, a highly space-extensive activity, represented one of the chief
forms of manufacturing enterprise then being carried out in Manhattan.
In a walk-to-work era, its presence stimulated the initial low-density
development of the Lower East Side. The East River’s waterfront was
first off the mark in this respect, because it was more sheltered than the
Hudson River side of Manhattan, a considerable advantage when sailing
craft were small and fragile.

Waterfront activity along the Hudson River was, of course, stimu-
lated greatly by the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 and the impetus
this gave to trade with the rapidly growing American hinterland. This
process, which would end with the dominance of the Hudson River
piers and the virtual disappearance of their East River counterparts,
was, however, basically driven by the expansion of the railroad network
and the advent of ocean-going steamships. Only one of the railroads
had entry for its freight into Manhattan by land. All others terminated
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their lines on the Jersey shore, and the bulk of railroad freight had to be
transshipped by tugs and barges, giving a decided advantage to water-
front development on the island’s Hudson or West Side. This tendency
was further encouraged when the only line having direct access to
Manhattan, the Hudson River Railroad, was opened to traffic in 1851
and attracted along its way a wider range of industrial uses.'”

Early Days on Wall Street

In the modern world, finance and trade have always flowed together.
Manhattan’s pioneer office district emerged in its southernmost portions
by the middle of the nineteenth century, with Wall Street as its main
thoroughfare. It developed in response to the needs of a diverse group
of specialist businesses engaged in foreign trade for a physically com-
pact marketplace where the participants could meet with ease and with-
out prior arrangement. This was a crucial consideration given that com-
munication was costly and accurate trade information hard to come by.
This initial formation—a veritable congregation of businessmen—was
the seedbed of expertise and experience from which the city’s extensive
financial markets later flourished, attracting in turn a disproportionate
number of the nation’s leading corporations and organizations which
arose to support them.'®

The earliest office establishments needed only unspecialized physical
facilities. Simple structures sufficed. Many of the warehouses huddling
close to the piers along the East and Hudson rivers also provided office
space. The homes of merchants would, in certain circumstances, hold
their countinghouses as well. In Old New York, working and living
accommodations, often combined in the same structure, were situated
to maximize access to the waterfront.'?

The Rise of Industrial Manhattan

While port-related activities still dominated the CBD’s economy, it had
acquired a significant manufacturing presence by the beginning of the
Civil War. With 90,000 or so manufacturing workers spread among 5,000
establishments, Manhattan accounted for between 5 and 7 percent of the
overall manufacturing activity in the United States.” Industrial firms
infiltrated the narrow side streets leading to the East River. They were
typically small workshops manufacturing largely for the local market.
With the opening of the Erie Canal, city-based factories increasingly



82 THE INDUSTRIAL ERA

produced for the expanding hinterland trade in the western part of the
United States. As a great port, Manhattan was a large local market, and
high transportation costs also stimulated the growth of local manufac-
turing. Using this large local market as a base, the city’s factories real-
ized economies of both scale and agglomeration, enabling them to serve
more efficiently the markets opened by the canal system. Limits on
production technology, however, kept such economies relatively
modest.?!

After the Civil War, however, manufacturing eclipsed port activities
by a substantial margin. Between 1860 and 1900, manufacturing employ-
ment in Manhattan increased by 325 percent in a period when its popu-
lation rose by 127 percent.? As Lindstrom shows for the earlier period,
Manhattan’s manufacturing base expanded more rapidly than the U.S.
average for the last four decades of the nineteenth century. Only a small
part of this spirited climb could be explained by the growing local de-
mand for manufactured goods. It mostly reflected an increasing ability
of manufacturers to compete from a Manhattan base of operations in a
rapidly growing national market whose center of gravity was moving
ever westward.

The Erie Canal and other water-based means of transportation gave
way to the railroad as a link to this market. However, Manhattan’s
increasingly off-center location with respect to this national market and
its lack of raw materials made it disadvantageous as a production loca-
tion for many kinds of manufactured goods. To compensate, its manu-
factured products had to have high sales value to shipping cost ratio, as
well as to the cost of bringing in the needed raw materials. Conse-
quently, sectors like apparel (or, on a lesser scale, millinery) soon estab-
lished themselves as New York’s “natural” manufacturing industries.?

As the nation’s chief port, Manhattan was also its chief port of entry
for immigrants coming to the United States. As the absolute amount of
immigration tripled between 1825 and 1875 and between 1875 and 1925,
the city’s employers received a massive potential labor supply, a consid-
erable advantage in a nation with rapidly growing agricultural and in-
dustrial sectors. Until the 1880s immigrants, nationally as well as locally,
came from northern and western Europe—England, Ireland, Scandi-
navia, and Germany. But over the next forty years or so, eastern and
southern Europeans dominated the flow. Jews from Russia and Poland
were particularly important to the evolution of the city’s economy, since
this group had already acquired an urban orientation and useful indus-
trial skills.?

Landing here was one thing, staying was another. Only the rapid
growth of the city’s industrial sector allowed so many of the newcomers
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to remain. The availability of work, however meager the earnings, at-
tracted workers in an era lacking the most primitive rudiments of a
welfare state. Once here, the immigrants’ skills, muscle power, and
entrepreneurial energies stimulated still more economic opportunities.
An abundant supply of efficient, highly motivated wage labor had a
significant impact on New York’s industrial base. Its cost structure was
inevitably highly labor-intensive. Less labor-intensive manufacturing
lines would have been uneconomical because they would have been
unable to compete in distant markets, given the punitive transportation
costs associated with goods that need less intensive processing.

The large, easily tapped, spatially concentrated labor force made ap-
parel, especially women’s apparel, Manhattan’s dominant industry. In
1869, Manhattan accounted for about 32 percent of the value of product
of women'’s apparel in the United States. This figure rose to 74 percent
by 1921.% Social and economic changes after the Civil War made it
possible to commercialize profitably what had formerly been left to do-
mestic production or custom tailoring arrangements. Well before the
“new” turn-of-the-century immigration, Manhattan had already estab-
lished itself as the nation’s leading center in the production and distribu-
tion of ready-to-wear garments, though this was, at the time, a relatively
small-scale activity. A significant part of this industry was run by Ger-
man Jews who had arrived in limited numbers at mid-century and had
moved into a logical spinoff of earlier established retail businesses. Their
co-religionists from Russia and eastern Europe began to arrive in larger
numbers in the 1880s, and were drawn naturally to this still small en-
clave.?¢ Many of these men and women had the requisite tailoring skills
to enter a trade that was for autonomous reasons growing by leaps and
bounds. As the production process was decomposed—or deskilled—
into specialized and simpler-to-perform tasks, entry became easier.
Most newcomers worked in shops where the common language was
Yiddish and where the boss himself was bilingual (or even monolingual
in Yiddish). While German Jews may have assumed the entrepreneurial
function in the early days, by the twentieth century the much more
numerous Eastern European Jews had taken the helm. By and large,
they had little need to interact with outsiders in an era when state-
provided services were minimal.

The Growth of the Loft District

The pell-mell expansion of Manhattan’s manufacturing sector after the
Civil War was accompanied by locational shifts and changes in the na-
ture of the physical facilities that firms used. Newly built multistory
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industrial structures (called lofts in the local parlance) became character-
istic. Manhattan’s resulting high-density environment offered a distinct
competitive advantage to the typical apparel business, which was thinly
capitalized, produced small runs for a highly variable fashion-fickle mar-
ket, and needed to be within walking distance of a large pool of low-
wage labor. Their demand for space produced block upon block of mul-
tistory industrial structures in Lower Manhattan. From an economic
point of view, high Manhattan land values reflect the strong demand for
its sites, in turn leading to the pattern of building upward. The strong
underlying demand for location comes first; high land prices are an
enduring consequence.?

Private, profit-making interests originally built lofts for the use of
small businesses. Given the unsure prospects facing these under-
capitalized firms, they needed to rent. Without rental facilities, most of
them would never have been able to start up. But despite a high rate of
individual failure, their overall number continued to grow by leaps and
bounds. Collectively, they provided a “‘bankable’” market for the devel-
opers and owners of loft buildings. As long as Manhattan’s industrial
sector flourished, it was lucrative to own loft buildings providing indus-
trial space. During this golden age, this was the highest and best eco-
nomic use of the parcels they occupied. Investors—Ioftlords, if you
will—who risked their capital in such ventures earned competitive rates
of return in the investment markets of the day.

Manhattan’s industrial space market expanded extensively and inten-
sively in mid-century. Initially situated along the side streets leading up
to and paralleling the East River, it expanded westward along the Hud-
son River shoreline and up through the middle of the island in the
1850s. This shift occurred because expansion sites were hard to come by
in the East Side waterfront. More important, they needed to be close to
the city’s West Side freight handling facilities.?®

The Coming of Age of the Skyscraper

Purpose-built office buildings also appeared in Manhattan in the final
third of the nineteenth century. Most were occupied by their owners,
but buildings also began to be put up and operated by investors on a
speculative basis for rental to others. This notable instance of an agglom-
eration economy also permitted new, modestly capitalized establish-
ments to obtain a foothold in a prime location for a relatively small sum.
Manhattan’s office district expanded uptown along Broadway and its
adjoining blocks. By the beginning of the twentieth century, office build-
ings were being constructed as far north as Madison Square Park. How-
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ever, the vast bulk of office development still occurred south of Cham-
bers Street. At the turn of the century, this district contained an
estimated 76 percent of all office space in Manhattan.?’ Nevertheless,
until well into the 1960s, the streets and avenues immediately adjoining
the East and Hudson rivers in Lower Manhattan, periodically expanded
by landfills, were still largely given over to shipping, rail freight, and
related goods-handling activities such as warehousing, as well as the
drab enclaves of working class housing.

The first structures housing Manhattan’s office sector tended to be
small in scale. But between the 1880s and the 1920s, Lower Manhattan’s
appearance was radically transformed. What had been tightly devel-
oped assemblages of four-, five-, and six-story structures—still dwarfed
by Trinity’s and St. Paul’s steeples—emerged as a compactly developed
neighborhood of skyscrapers.®® Although the elevator, skeletal steel
construction, and commercially usable electric power made it technolog-
ically possible to build skyscrapers, only a specific market demand
brought them into being. The advent of the skyscraper age in Lower
Manhattan was the private real estate market’s response to the great
wave of industrial growth and empire building in the United States,
which crested around the turn of the century. American industrialists at
the time were challenged with developing efficient organizational struc-
tures for their newly formed multifunctional (and multifacility) busi-
nesses.’' The freestanding central administrative office containing pro-
fessional managers and other specialists who oversaw geographically
dispersed facilities was the answer. This managerial revolution enabled
Lower Manhattan to become the principal command post of industrial
capitalism in the United States. Wall Street became the best-known geo-
graphical symbol for those who, near or far, wished to inveigh against
the excesses of an unbridled capitalistic system.

Rapid expansion produced clear signs of strain. Developable sites
became scarce and prohibitively expensive. The means of transportation
that linked the area to its work force became overburdened, since by the
beginning of the twentieth century, Lower Manhattan’s white collar
corps had virtually all become commuters.3?

The attempts by Lower Manhattan’s relatively well paid white collar
workers and their families to escape from what they saw as the rapidly
deteriorating environment for middle-income residences posed a dis-
tinct challenge to the prospects for new office building in this part of
town. White collar workers journeyed to work by ferries, steam-driven
railroads, elevated trains, horse-drawn railcars, and omnibuses. Sig-
nificantly more journeys could not be accommodated within the narrow
physical limits presented by Lower Manhattan. Something had to be
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done to increase the peak-hour carrying capacities of its transportation
system. Measures were needed to reduce drastically the areas’ up-to-
then total dependence on slowly moving surface-based conveyances.
The creation and subsequent elaboration of the subway system over-
came this barrier. In 1904 the first line of subway opened, and this
process continued throughout the first third of the century, culminating
in the completion of the IND line in the 1930s. The mass transit system
eventually linked the Manhattan CBD to the most distant parts of the
five boroughs, permitting extensive residential development in the
other boroughs and in Upper Manhattan to house the CBD's expanding
white (and blue) collar work forces.*

The development of a comprehensive city-wide transit system with a
Manhattan focal point did more than alleviate Lower Manhattan’s acute
problems. It opened up adjoining areas to the north to intensive com-
mercial office and industrial development. Between 1900 and 1935, the
total amount of CBD office space increased from 33 million to 138 million
square feet. The amount of office space in Lower Manhattan (or south
of Chambers Street) rose from 25 million to 55 million square feet.
The lion’s share of new office growth took place, however, in mid-
Manhattan. Midtown'’s share of the rapidly growing supply went from 9
percent at the beginning of the century to 43 percent by 1935, when its
60 million square feet eclipsed Lower Manhattan’s. Downtown'’s share
fell from 76 percent to 40 percent. The in-between area, now known as
the “Valley” because of its low-rise skyline of small factory buildings,
inched up from 16 percent to 17 percent.>*

Aside from the subway, the central fact accounting for midtown’s
ascendancy was its emergence, just before World War I, as the New
York area’s chief node for the movement of people (not goods). As a
matter of conscious planning, a synergistic relationship was forged
among the subway system, the newly constructed Pennsylvania Station
on the West Side, opened in 1910, and the recently electrified, refur-
bished, and expanded Grand Central Station Terminal.*® As a result,
midtown—and Forty-second Street in particular—became the point of
maximum overall accessibility not only within the city but within the
region. Lower Manhattan had held this position in 1900, but by World
War I the midtown office district had an unmatched ability to draw on all
points of the expanding metropolis for its employees. If they lived
within the city, they traveled to work primarily via the subways or the
recently electrified ““el”” lines, or, if they resided outside its boundaries,
used commuter lines terminating at Grand Central or Pennsylvania Sta-
tion. This centrality loomed increasingly large as the wider availability of



MANHATTAN'S BUSINESS DISTRICT IN THE INDUSTRIAL AGE 87

the auto spurred the scale of suburban development. The full impact of
this linkage became apparent only after World War II. Midtown also
became the focal point for business and pleasure travel at a time when
nearly all such travel was by rail or ship. This function waned after
World War II, when air travel conquered all, but it had left its stamp on
the future by situating the CBD's tourist and business travel infrastruc-
ture—hotels, restaurants, theaters, and so on—in the midtown area.

Manufacturing at the Turn of the Century

Pratt’s comprehensive survey of factory establishments showed that, as
of 1906, 67 percent of Manhattan’s factory workers were employed be-
low Fourteenth Street and only 33 percent north of that line. The most
intensively developed Lower Manhattan factory area, the Sixth Assem-
bly District, was part of the Lower East Side. It had 304 factory workers
per acre compared to a Lower Manhattan-wide average of 118 per acre.
But even the First and Second Assembly districts, which covered the
area between Canal Street and the Battery and contained the city’s
financial district, had more than 20 percent of the borough’s overall
manufacturing employment at this time.

While employment in Manhattan’s manufacturing sector had grown
considerably since the Civil War, it had also decentralized. In 1860,
Manhattan accounted for 85 percent of all manufacturing employment
in the geographic area that would eventually become the Greater City.
By 1900, Manhattan’s share of this total had fallen to 75 percent.*® Dur-
ing the latter part of the nineteenth century, Brooklyn was the New York
metropolitan region’s fastest growing county. By 1900, its population of
1.2 million represented 63 percent of Manhattan’s. If independent, it
would have been the U.S.’s second largest city. Being so populous, it
offered labor market advantages comparable to those of Manhattan, and
with the construction of the subway system also provided substantially
upgraded mass transit opportunities for local workers. Lower Manhat-
tan’s shoreline had, by the turn of the century, been virtually preempted
by steamship and railroad piers. The vastly superior railroad facilities of
the Jersey shoreline tempted manufacturers from Manhattan, but water
movement of freight was still important to industrialists. Many were
thus attracted to Brooklyn’s su};erb waterfront, its virgin industrial sites,
and its ample labor supply.’” Between 1899 and 1919, Manhattan’s
manufacturing employment did rise by 36 percent, but manufacturing
employment grew 142 percent in the other boroughs over this twenty-
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year period and 91 percent in the balance of the metropolitan region.
Between 1899 and 1919, Manhattan’s share of manufacturing fell from
73 to 61 percent in the city and from 43 to 32 percent in the region.*

Even before the mass use of the auto and truck began to restructure
urban patterns, several developments encouraged manufacturing to de-
centralize out of Manhattan and New York. To begin with, large indus-
trial firms could move to newly created large industrial complexes (like
Brooklyn’s Bush Terminal) and utilize railroad sidings—in effect, a pri-
vate railroad—only outside crowded Manhattan.*® The growing ability
and inclination of the city’s working class to move out of Manhattan
operated in the same direction. Trolley lines, elevated trains, and then
subways provided each borough and the region’s smaller cities outside
New York with a resident labor force that could be tapped by local
manufacturing establishments. Reflecting such trends, the Manhattan
CBD'’s residential population peaked in 1910 and then began a long
decline.*

Between 1900 and 1920, Manhattan’s manufacturing firms relent-
lessly moved uptown. While the bellwether women'’s garment industry
had 70 percent of its employees south of Fourteenth Street in 1900, by
1922 only 10 percent remained there. Only 5 percent of Manhattan’s
women'’s clothing employment had been between Twenty-third and
Forty-second streets in 1900, but this figure rose to 36 percent by 1922.4!
The floor space available in Manhattan’s industrial buildings increased
from 117 million to 175 million square feet between 1900 and 1920,
reflecting this northward migration. The skyscraper office building
defined the distant view of Manhattan CBD’s physical landscape in
1920, and industrial buildings dominated the streets below. In 1920, the
CBD held three times more industrial space than office space and proba-
bly twice as many factory workers as office workers.*?

Housing the Masses

In the 1860s, Twenty-third Street separated the densely built-up city
from its underdeveloped portions, except on the West Side where a
well-defined industrial and transportation corridor, with interspersed
factory worker housing, had emerged between Ninth Avenue and the
Hudson River up through the Sixties blocks. In the span of the next half
century, the inland part of Manhattan north of Chambers Street to the
Thirties blocks was covered with multistory loft structures.*® The cost of
moving goods and raw materials was secondary to the ability of these
firms to secure an adequate work force. The growth of this sector radi-
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cally and decisively altered the nature and functioning of Manhattan’s
housing market.

In “Old New York” all housing classes, except the rich who could
keep a horse, lived cheek by jowl, equally constrained by the need to
walk to work.* The built-up city of this age was such a compact affair
that everyone lived in the same neighborhood, so to speak, although
housing circumstances obviously varied with wealth. For the ordinary
worker and his usually large family, this meant living in jerry-built,
poorly maintained, and desperately overcrowded tenements situated in
the mean streets adjoining Manhattan's Lower East Side and West Side
waterfronts.*®

As the shifts already discussed occurred, they offered to the better off
the opportunity to live at some distance from the congestion and squalor
that were rapidly enveloping Lower Manhattan. For the rapidly expand-
ing working class, moving on was simply not economically feasible.
They remained bound to neighborhoods within walking distance of the
business district. As the better off left for such suburbs as Brooklyn,
some of their houses were haphazardly converted for reoccupancy by
much larger numbers of lower-income households. But this source soon
proved inadequate. Between 1850 and 1860 alone, Manhattan’s popula-
tion increased 58 percent, from 516,000 to 814,000. And then, after a
brief Civil War-induced slowdown—because of the war’s impact on
European immigration—Manhattan’s population resumed its rapid
growth, reaching an all-time high of 2.4 million by 1910.

As a result, both sides of Manhattan were “improved,” with newly
built, low-cost housing, between the Civil War and World War L. On the
Hudson River side arose the neighborhoods of the West Village,
Chelsea, and Hell’s Kitchen (today known, less ominously, as Clinton).
On the East River side the sequence of intensive working class neighbor-
hoods began with the Lower East Side, itself a complex mosaic of differ-
ent ethnic villages. By World War I, all of Manhattan east of Third
Avenue had, in effect, become one continuously developed tenement
district.*

Tremendous industrial growth created a corollary intense demand for
conveniently situated rental housing that working class families could
afford. The range of choice available to workers and their families was
exceedingly narrow at the beginning of the process. Modest and always
uncertain incomes and limited means of transportation framed its limits.
When the Lower East Side and the lower and middle West Side were
initially developed, workers had to live within a mile, or twenty city
blocks, of their centers of potential employment. For ordinary working
people, this tight bond between place of work and place of residence
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began to be significantly loosened only when the first subway lines were
placed in operation after 1900. Some, such as dockworkers, because of
industry hiring practices—in the form of the infamous “shape-up”—
were‘zﬂdenied even this relaxation of constraints on where they could
live.

The wretched habitations erected in districts like the Lower East Side
and Hell’s Kitchen were financed, built, and maintained by a class of
small businessmen on an unsubsidized basis. Their development was
the collective product of individual actions by profit-minded busi-
nessmen, and resulted in the creation of a massive, though newly built,
slum. By the beginning of World War I, virtually every available foot of
land in what were working class quarters had been built over by five-,
six-, and even seven-story walk-up tenement structures. As bleak as
these buildings and the neighborhoods they formed were in their out-
ward appearances, interior arrangements were still bleaker. Tiny two-
and three-room apartments, lacking adequate ventilation or proper
toilet facilities (collective, much less private), produced a form of multi-
story urban cave for hard-pressed newcomers to the city.*

Religiously motivated nineteenth-century reformers did ally them-
selves with public health officials, each concerned with some form of
contagion, to institute bylaws that sought to ameliorate the housing lot
of the so-called “respectable” poor. But the tide of population growth in
the decades around the turn of the century swamped their modest, if
well meant, efforts.*® Advocacy by political groups, such as Manhattan’s
Tammany Hall, whose constituencies were increasingly drawn from the
ranks of immigrants-become-voting-citizens, added some force to their
efforts, bearing fruit in the 1901 “new law”” Tenement House Act. This
measure outlawed further construction of the building types that had
virtually covered the Lower East Side as well as the lower and middle
West Side. It had also initiated a process of upgrading existing tene-
ments. However, the various provisions were neither phased in im-
mediately nor vigorously enforced, so that between 1901 and 1910 an
enormous amount of new working class construction did not greatly
differ from the pre-1901 notorious “old law” phase of Manhattan’s hous-
ing history.

A principal argument for gradually phasing in the new standards,
and even then requiring only modest upgrading, was that the private
housing sector could not otherwise meet the demands still being placed
on it by the city’s rapidly expanding working class population, fueled as
it was by the surge in immigration which crested in the century’s first
decade.”® After this decade, however, the CBD's resident population
ceased to grow. Between 1910 and 1930 the Lower East Side’s popula-
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tion fell by 54 percent, from just over 540,000 to a bit under 250,000.
Between 1920 and 1930 the resident population of the entire CBD fell 47
percent, from 1,280,000 to 680,000.%* Several factors accounted for this
rapid decline. For one thing, immigration intc the United States and the
Port of New York slowed to a trickle during World War I. High levels of
immigration resumed after the war, but the enactment in 1924 of restric-
tive national immigration legislation sought to stem the flow of southern
and eastern European newcomers who formed the principal sources of
immigration into the New York area. Simultaneously, improved trans-
portation, shifts in industrial location, and higher working class real
incomes were redirecting the working class housing market, deflecting it
to other ports of entry.

After 1904, the growth of rapid transit with its fixed low-fare policy
made it possible for ordinary working people to commute to Manhattan
from all parts of the city. Suppliers of housing vied to develop large
parts of Upper Manhattan, the Bronx, and Brooklyn for working class
families. The resulting housing and neighborhoods were significant im-
provements over such ports of first call as the Lower East Side. In part,
state and local governments took a more aggressive posture in regulat-
ing the building activities in the private sector. But the private market
also responded positively to the declining cost of providing working
class housing and the stronger demand for it. On the cost side, land and
building were simply cheaper in the areas that the expansion of the
rapid transit system opened up to development. On the demand side,
the real incomes of ordinary wage-earning families rose rapidly in this
period and their family sizes declined. As a result, they demanded and
were able to afford better housing.>

The massive factory exodus from lower Manhattan after 1900 also
reduced its attractiveness as a working class residential area. The reloca-
tion of the clothing industry, first to the West Side between Fourteenth
and Twenty-third streets and then into the area around Pennsylvania
Station, had a large impact on the Lower East Side since it was a major
source of employment for its residents. In addition, the Independent
Division, the last component of the subway system, skirted but did not
actually penetrate the area until the 1930s. After 1910 the Lower East
Side began to lose some of its transportation advantages to newly devel-
oped working class neighborhoods in Brooklyn, the Bronx, and Upper
Manhattan. The decline of Lower East Side real estate values, already
well marked before the Great Depression, intensified after 1929. The
area’s population fell another 18 percent from 1920 to 1940. At the begin-
ning (;ﬁ World War II, its population was barely at 38 percent of its 1910
peak.
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Similar trends adversely affected other long established working class
residential areas on the lower and middle West Side. The erection of
Pennsylvania Station and its yards and facilities in 1910 demolished an
extensive working class district covering parts of Chelsea and Hell’s
Kitchen, and displaced a significant black population.®® In the 1920s,
new industrial construction along the West Side between Chambers
Street and Fortieth Street required clearance of much low priced hous-
ing.% Finally, the building of the East River Drive, the West Side High-
way, and the approaches to the Holland and Lincoln tunnels in the
1930s and 1940s punched additional gaping holes in the social fabrics of
these compactly built working class areas.

The fate of the Lower East Side as a pioneer working class residential
area was a harbinger of what befell other such communities elsewhere in
Manhattan after World War II. Property abandonment and foreclosure
of mortgage and tax delinquency were common events in the 1920s and
1930s. A considerable amount of demolition of vacant buildings took
place, either because they were judged unfit for habitation, or in order to
make way for public improvements such as road widening, or later on
for the construction of units under the governmentally subsidized low-
rent housing programs begun during the Depression. The events of the
Depression set the stage for a significant alteration in the CBD’s working
class housing market. The full implications did not manifest themselves,
however, until after World War II. While the CBD’s residential areas
remained what they had always been, a haven (of sorts) for low-income
people, its old-timers yielded to later rounds of working class immi-
grants (Puerto Ricans, black Americans). The area’s outward circum-
stances also changed as massive public housing projects towered above
the remaining, still numerous, older walk-up tenements built before the
turn of the century.”

Land Use Conflict in the Central Business District:
The Zoning Code

Land uses in the Manhattan CBD were constantly altered in composition
and intensity from 1880 to 1920. These transformations reflected market
forces, an unsurprising result in a capitalist society where government
was expected to do as little as possible, as cheaply as possible. New York
City did not lack for radical political groups and movements, but the
ruling paradigm regarding government involvement in urban develop-
ment was to facilitate efforts to ““release private energy,” in James W.
Hurst’s felicitous phrase.® As in any market, the shifting state of
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Manhattan’s real estate sector reflected the interaction of supply and
demand factors. It was driven over the long run by the demand side of
the market equation. People demanding facilities and location within
the CBD got what they wanted and could pay for. Who got what de-
pended on the outcomes of the bidding process. Thus, if the aggregate
rent that could be charged to ten working class families for a 25-by-100-
foot loft exceeded what one well-to-do household would pay, then the
contested site would be developed as an incredibly cramped multifamily
tenement and not as a spacious upper middle class brownstone.

Local government intervention, acting under powers delegated by
the state legislature, was initially confined to setting certain rules of the
game such as the 1811 plotting of the streets and roads of Manhattan
Island north of the then settled city. But as the city grew in size and
complexity, more substantial and direct innovations were forced upon
the local public sector, in terms both of regulating land and building
uses and of the direct provision of public goods such as parks, transport,
and public health.> During the great period of city building in the
nineteenth century, however, there was little public restriction of or
control over private development.

Prior to the enactment of the first zoning resolution in 1916, it was
possible to build to almost any height for any desired use in any part of
the city. Newly formed civic groups, concerned with the quality of life
and urban design questions, argued that the resulting cityscape was
unsatisfactory. Buildings were judged to be too big for their sites and
economic uses—such as manufacturing—and were in the wrong loca-
tions. The notion that an attractive city was, above all else, an orderly
city was an important source of these critics’ discontent. The helter-
skelter city that was being produced was decidedly not orderly. Still
others, however, were affronted by the clash they apprehended be-
tween certain orders or cultures that had previously operated on sepa-
rate spatial tracks. This was most apparent in the frequently expressed
concern that rapidly expanding manufacturing districts would invade
Manhattan’s established high-quality residential, retail, and commercial
office districts.%

To address this looming clash, New York State, in 1914, authorized a
Commission on Building Districts and Restrictions to create a plan “to
divide the city into districts and to regulate the height of buildings, the
area of courts and open spaces, the location of trades and businesses
and the erection of buildings designed for specified uses.” The results of
this Commission’s investigations and deliberations were enacted as the
zoning resolution of 1916, a first not only for New York City but for
the United States. These rules remained in force until 1961, although
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the assumptions on which they were based had, decades earlier, been
invalidated by changing technological, economic, and social forces.®!

By 1900, a series of clearly defined subareas had evolved within the
business district: the central office and financial districts in the Wall
Street area, the lofts along Broadway and lower Fifth Avenue, water-
front and heavy industry along the Hudson and East rivers, and, inter-
spersed through the remaining areas, concentrations of office and retail
activity, apartment house, hotel, tenement house, and private dwelling
districts (that is, brownstones typically occupied by one family). Market
forces had segregated heavy industry along the waterfront and near the
rail terminals. Most of the business district’s industrial workers were
employed, however, in light manufacturing. Such firms preferred to
locate where they could easily be reached by their labor supply. In an
era of cheap and abundant rapid mass transit, they had a great range
of choice, which was precisely the source of the Commission’s disquiet.
“Strong social and economic forces,” the Commission observed, “work
toward a natural segregation of buildings according to use and type. In
general, the maximum land values and maximum rentals are obtained
where this segregation and uniformity are most complete. One purpose
of districting regulations is to strengthen and supplement the natural
trend towards segregation.” To the Commission, “the sporadic invasion
of a district by harmful or inappropriate buildings or uses,” was the
heart of the districting problem. “Once a district has thus been invaded,
rents and property values decline, loans are called, and it is difficult ever
to reclaim the district to its more appropriate use. Individual property
owners are helpless to prevent the depreciation of their property. The
districting plan will do for them what they cannot do for themselves—
set up uniform restrictions that will protect each against his neighbor
and thus be a benefit to all.”¢?

In the Commission’s analysis, the city’s rapidly expanding light
manufacturing sector was the culprit. This activity had drawn too close
for comfort to the retail, hotel, and passenger terminal centers in mid-
Manhattan. Manhattan’s light manufacturing firms gravitated to the
center of the island from Canal Street on the south to about Thirty-
eighth Street on the north. And it was the perceptible quickening in the
northward movement of light manufacturing and its ethnic labor force
above Fourteenth Street in the decades leading up to World War I that
was one of the great motivating forces behind the zoning movement in
New York City.

In the 1880s, Manhattan’s hotel and entertainment center was located
around Twenty-third Street. Thirty years later the hotels, clubs, the-
aters, and better retail stores had moved to Thirty-fourth Street and
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beyond. The Commission, rather mechanically, interpreted their reloca-
tion as an act of flight, a response to the invasion of light manufacturing
uses. The purportedly negative impact of nearby uncouth factory work-
ers on prestigious retailing shops received particular notice. This was,
after all, the heyday of American nativism. Ethnic differences and ste-
reotypes entered strongly and explicitly into the debate on zoning.
However, an alternative and more plausible explanation of this uptown
exodus was that the relocating users were moving to what they regarded
as a preferred location, one that put them closer to the midtown commu-
ter cross between the subways, Pennsylvania Station, and the newly
reconstructed Grand Central Station. But the Commission saw things
differently. “The purely private injury incident to haphazard develop-
ment has become so serious and widespread as to constitute a general
public calamity. . . . The capital values of large areas have been generally
impaired . . . economic depreciation due to unregulated construction
and invasion have become a hazard . . . and affects not only the individ-
ual owners of real estate throughout the city, but the savings and other
large institutions, the municipal finances and the general welfare and
prosperity of the whole city.”’*®

The Commission viewed segregation of uses, homogeneous districts,
and strict control of the location of industry as appropriate responses to
the location problem. Protection of public health, safety, and capital
value were to be the primary aims of any districting scheme. The 1916
law provided for these three classes of districts within the CBD: (1)
residential, (2) commercial, and (3) unrestricted. Regulations were pro-
spective and did not interfere with any existing structure or use. Dis-
tricts already invaded by industrial uses, such as the area west of Fifth
Avenue from Fourteenth Street to Herald Square, were offered little
protection against further factory intrusion.

In districts to be zoned for residences, all business and industry were
excluded. Few of these districts were to be found south of Fifty-ninth
Street. They covered such areas as Murray Hill, Gramercy Park, lower
Fifth Avenue, portions of Chelsea, and the Fifties off Fifth Avenue, and
housed what little remained of the business district resident gentry. In
zoned-for-business districts, residences and businesses were permitted,
but industrial uses were either prohibited or severely limited. New
heavy industrial uses involving, say, the manufacture of chemicals, pro-
duction of electric power, slaughterhouses, or other noxious or offensive
uses were expressly forbidden in these districts no matter how small the
establishment. The business district designation was meant to protect
the financial district, the better residential and business areas through-
out the CBD, as well as the shops, hotels, and restaurants of upper Fifth
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Avenue and the entertainment district in west midtown. The catchall
unrestricted districts provided no use restrictions or regulations. It was
assumed, however, that the play of market forces in the unrestricted
districts would largely lead to industrial development. An analysis by
the Commission of the development from 1850 to 1916 showed that little
change was evident in the breadth of the industrial belts extending back
from the East or West Side waterfronts. Recognizing this pattern, the
boundaries of the unrestricted district in Manhattan generally extended
back 1,000 feet from the bulkhead line along the Hudson and East rivers.
These perimeters included most of Manhattan’s heavy or noxious indus-
trial activities and much tenement housing.

The Commission’s attitude toward the future location of manufactur-
ing within the business district emerges from the zoning map that sum-
marized the 1916 resolution. Factory development was free to continue
in the sprawling low-rise loft area extending north from Chambers
Street along Clinton and Chelsea, with their higgledy-piggledy mixture
of factories and tenements. Greenwich Village and the northern portion
of the Lower East Side were given business district designations to pro-
tect the middle class housing enclaves from further factory encroach-
ment. By this measure, it was implicitly assumed that market forces
would ultimately reshape them into predominantly middle class resi-
dential areas. As noted, even greater protection was granted to the posh
areas of Murray Hill and Gramercy Park; it excluded all commercial
development, even stores and offices. The business designation allowed
Wall Street to grow as the financial center without fear of factory en-
croachment. East midtown was ““saved” from factories and allowed to
develop as a business and entertainment area.

Industrial Manhattan: Stability and Decline

Manufacturing activity in Manhattan boomed during World War L. It
then declined sharply in the first part of the 1920s, and recovered only a
portion of its lost ground toward the end of the decade, paralleling
national and regional trends in this respect. As of 1929, Manhattan’s
manufacturing employment was 15 percent below its 1919 level. The
trend was similar, though less sharply downward, for this sector in
the rest of the city and the balance of the metropolitan region during
the 1920s.%* This decline did not, however, end the construction of new
industrial space in Manhattan, or for that matter in the rest of the city or
region. Rather, a great many of the oldest and least efficient loft struc-
tures were demolished in the 1920s to make way for considerably larger
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industrial buildings. New business district loft construction in this de-
cade amounted to between 50 and 60 million square feet of gross floor
space, an average yearly output of 5 to 6 million square feet. The pres-
ent-day garment district buildings north of Thirty-fourth Street between
Sixth and Ninth avenues (including the so-called Garment Center com-
plex, an earlier industrial version of Rockefeller Center) were put up in
this period, as were the massive structures on Varick and Hudson
streets, which quickly became the strongholds of the city’s printing in-
dustry. This spate of construction took place because locally based
manufacturers needed more space, better designed layouts, build-
ings with industrial elevators, and off-street loading facilities to re-
main competitive.®®

Between 1929 and 1939 manufacturing employment in Manhattan
fell by another 9 percent, a similar percentage to the rest of the city
but almost double the balance of the New York metropolitan region.
Manhattan’s manufacturing employment during the 1930s actually de-
clined at a slower rate than in the preceding decade and by less than the
nation.®® That Manhattan did so well, relatively speaking, stemmed
from the character of its industrial base. The Depression hit heavy in-
dustries like steel and machinery the hardest. Manhattan had always
specialized in such areas as women’s apparel, where national employ-
ment actually increased significantly during the decade. Another expla-
nation for Manhattan’s showing was absence of investment in new in-
dustrial capacity anywhere in the country during the depressed 1930s.
Therefore, places with existing capacity, like Manhattan, continued to
be utilized for production purposes to a greater degree than they would
have in more normal circumstances. But the general economic adversity
did virtually end new construction. Manhattan’s stock of industrial floor
space topped out in the mid-1930s at an estimated 225 million square
feet. Only five loft buildings were put up in the business district over the
next half century.®”

After two decades of decline, manufacturing employment in Manhat-
tan and New York City soared after the 1941 entry of the United States
into World War II. Strictly wartime needs, such as the production of
military clothing, augmented increased demand for consumer goods.®®
The return of prosperity, in a wartime situation, could most easily be
satisfied from the existing capacity available in such places as Manhattan
and New York City. Obviously, wartime constraints held back the con-
struction of additional civilian capacity in other parts of the country.
Between 1929 and 1947, Manhattan’s share of New York City’s manufac-
turing employment remained virtually unchanged, rising from 58 to 59
percent between 1929 and 1939, falling to only 57 percent in 1947. New
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York City’s share of regional employment in this sector also remained
steady, as it had since 1919. Lastly, the New York region’s share of U.S.
manufacturing employment remained virtually unchanged between
1919 and 1947.%°

Despite this growth and the long-term stability in its share of manu-
facturing activity, the basis had nevertheless been laid for the eventual
significant weakening in the relative desirability of Manhattan and of
New York City as the location for manufacturing activity. When rail- and
water-borne transportation had been the only economical modes of
moving goods over long distances, and when surface transportation for
people and goods was slow and costly, manufacturing firms were lit-
erally confined to locations in the densest portions of central cities, close
to the main rail and port terminals. These were the most efficient points
for securing labor and access to supplies and customers. But the rapidly
growing use of the automobile and the truck drastically altered this
situation. In economic terms, the truck and auto liberated businesses
from inner city locations. In this regard, the number of motor vehicles
registered in the New York metropolitan region rose from 476,000 to
1,863,000 between 1920 and 1930. During the Depression, 574,000 more
were registered. During the period from 1920 to 1940, while the New
York region’s population rose by 37 percent, the number of its motor
vehicles rose by 412 percent.”

Once locational constraints were so decisively loosened, the features
that had facilitated the growth of manufacturing in the CBD turned to
disadvantages. When it became easy to move goods by truck, firms
could choose low density locations. They could construct or rent exten-
sive one-story plants incorporating the latest and most cost-effective
industrial technologies. Comparable efficiencies could not be realized in
already developed areas because of the high cost of site acquisition. By
moving to less dense locations, appreciably more accessible to the evolv-
ing highway network, manufacturing firms (as well as goods handling
wholesalers) greatly reduced their costs of receiving and shipping goods
and materials over what they would have been in congested city loca-
tions. Eventually, these forces allowed higher paid manufacturing work-
ers to suburbanize as well.

In addition, New York City’s hitherto unmatched ability to draw
upon the immigrant influx for its industrial work force had been greatly
reduced. Access to large numbers of Jews and Italians had bolstered the
city’s labor supply and kept its wages at competitive levels with other
parts of the country, despite the fact that other areas benefited more
from the farm-to-city movement of native-born Americans. American
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blacks did come to New York, but in numbers much smaller than the
immigration from Europe had been and, by and large, they took jobs in
lower paid service occupations rather than in manufacturing. When the
United States ended its policy of virtually unrestricted immigration in
1924, it delivered a serious blow to Manhattan’s competitive position as
a location for manufacturing. The adverse consequences were doubly
felt by New York City since the quotas discriminated against immigra-
tion from southern and eastern Europe which had, during the preceding
half century or so, dominated the ranks of newcomers to New York
City.

Between these two events—the increasing use of the automobile and
truck, and the curtailment of foreign immigration—New York’s labor
supply advantages faded dramatically. The full significance of these
developments was blunted during the 1930s by the Depression. This
moratorium, so to speak, continued during World War II. Afterward,
however, the consequences were heavily felt in New York City.

The Office Market After the 1920s

When the Great Depression started in 1929, Manhattan was in the midst
of an unprecedented office building boom. From 1920 to 1930, the
amount of office space in the CBD increased from 74 million to 112
million square feet; in the next few years, before the taps were belatedly
turned off, another 26 million square feet was added. This building
space responded to what seemed an ever-expanding demand for office
accommodations in Manhattan which, in turn, grew out of the buoyant
national and world economy. During this decade, the speculative office
builder, building for the occupancy of others and risking his own and
other investors’ capital in the process, began to play the leading role in
the CBD's office market.”

Developers and other financial interests involved were then con-
fronted with an economic cataclysm whose length and severity lay com-
pletely outside their historic experience. Between 1929 and 1933, the
U.S.’s constant dollar gross national product fell by 31 percent and the
nation’s unemployment rose from 3 to 25 percent. The balance of
the decade saw a substantial, if erratic, recovery from these depths, but
recovery was only partial until the full-scale mobilization for the war in
1942. U.S. employment did not actually exceed its 1929 levels until 1940.
Office markets everywhere were naturally deeply affected by these de-
velopments. Manhattan’s office space vacancy rate climbed to a 1934
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peak of 24 percent.”? Bankruptcies and foreclosures among builders,
owners, and lenders were legion. With the notable exception of the
Rockefeller Center complex, little new construction was initiated after
1930. But office employment in Manhattan resumed its upward climb in
the mid-1930s, and, by 1938, the vacancy rate had fallen to around 14
percent. The wartime boom and a moratorium on new commercial office
building construction then reduced the vacancy rate to 1 percent, creat-
ing a standing-room-only situation.

Looking Forward (and Backward)

Between the Civil War and World War II, Manhattan’s economy, its
built environment, and the society it supported were primarily that of an
industrial city. True, its world-famous skyline was the product of the
numerous tall office buildings initially concentrated in Manhattan’s
financial district and then, by the 1930s, on an even larger scale in
midtown. But most of Manhattan’s work force through this period was
still blue collar workers. Their world was located in the Valley—the area
generally lying along the West Side between Chambers Street and the
blocks just below Times Square. In this period, the four or five miles of
piers and landings along the Hudson River were still active. Ocean-
going vessels carrying freight and passengers docked there; cargo and
produce to be consumed in the city or shipped inland and cargo pro-
duced in the seaboard states for export abroad was loaded and reloaded
there.

By the late 1950s, this balance cf forces had greatly altered. The office
sector significantly outweighed the factory sector in economic signifi-
cance. It was no longer a question of whether Manhattan’s industrial
base would decline, but of how fast. A similar fate overtook Manhattan’s
port. Much was written in the early 1950s about the rampant criminal-
ity, violence, and trade union corruption on the West Side piers, but the
real story was being written elsewhere. The use of the truck and the
development of containerization destroyed the West Side’s ability to
compete.”

The postwar deindustrialization of New York City is another story,
however much it was already evident that the pillars of the old order
were crumbling in the 1930s and 1940s. Yet looking back, we can only
marvel at the tremendous strength and dynamism of New York City’s
economy and built environment between 1860 and 1950 despite the
odds against it. The disadvantages of being off-center to the growing,
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westward-moving national market and a dense, congested, costly pro-
duction site were offset by the specialization in labor-intense goods that
had a high value added relative to their shipping costs and by the acces-
sion of a vast new immigrant working class. On parallel but distinct
lines, New York turned the growth of a widely diffused national econ-
omy to advantage by specializing in headquarters and corporate service
activities. The degradation of vast expanses of tenement housing were,
if not supplanted, then augmented through vast expanses of new work-
ing class housing outside the initial industrial core, in turn made possi-
ble by the building of the nation’s largest mass transit system. While
later trends undermined these achievements, they continue to be a leg-
acy of paramount importance.
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The Launching of a Commercial Culture:
New York City, 1860—-1930

William R. Taylor

In the fifty years between 1880 and 1930, New York outdistanced other
large American cities in the vigor and creativity of its commercial cul-
ture. No other American city matched the range of entertainment, the-
ater, nightlife, and other forms of recreation that were available in New
York during these years. Wealthy elites in New York, as in other cities,
established cultural institutions, clubs, museums, concert halls, and op-
era houses that provided the usual ties with similar elites elsewhere.
New York's large working population found expression for its political,
ethnic, and economic concerns in union halls; ethnic, trade, and neigh-
borhood associations; and mutual aid societies.! In New York, however,
a system of cultural production distinct from elite culture and from the
culture of working class politics flourished along Broadway and worked
its way north from City Hall Park to Times Square as the period pro-
gressed. Moreover, this cultural marketplace soon began to attract the
patronage of an increasingly wide spectrum of the city’s population.
This essay seeks to establish the identifying features of this commer-
cial culture, to examine how it functioned, and to suggest the needs it
served. Much of what historians have written about the origins and
history of mass culture detects the emerging traits of twentieth century
mass culture in this entire earlier period, and therefore fails to take into
account the changes occurring within it.? By focusing on the increasingly
centralized production of cultural forms, these historical assessments
neglect the complex ways in which urban audiences consumed these
cultural forms. Most historians have assumed, mistakenly, that the
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public was sold entertainment that was sheer diversion and irrelevant to
its needs, rather than being provided with cultural experiences that
helped different groups within the population make sense of the new
urban environment. Viewed from the perspective of its consumption,
New York’s new commercial culture was much more vigorous, varied,
and creative than existing historical discussion of it has led us to believe.

The Rise of a Commercial Culture

The term commercial culture is employed rather than the more common
popular culture in order to emphasize the distinctiveness of New York’s
system of cultural production and consumption before the 1930s. Com-
mercial culture began as the culture of the nineteenth-century street,
where an astonishing variety of goods and entertainment offered by
itinerant peddlers and showmen was consumed in a carnival atmo-
sphere.? In such a culture, the city’s streets functioned as both showcase
and show. What began with itinerants and storefront theatricals soon
became embodied in new cultural institutions that collected and dis-
played entertainment just as the new department stores displayed
goods. The vehicles for this new commercial culture were exhibition
halls, popular museums, amusement parks, vaudeville theaters, store-
front movie houses, and a new kind of newspaper that became the
verbal and graphic equivalent of the new cultural bazaars. These new
cultural emporiums retained the stamp of their street origin, especially
in their miscellaneousness, the strident pitch of their promoters, and
their emphasis on consumption as “show.”

The remarkable success of these cultural forms was due to their
unique capacity to provide a “reading” of the city. Each new genre of
commercial culture compressed a representation of city life into its for-
mat. These new genres had in common a seemingly random, potpourri
organization that continued to dramatize the discontinuity, the kaleido-
scopic variety, and the quick tempo of city life, as in the vaudeville re-
vue. Their essence was to create, out of miscellaneousness, little self-
contained worlds that were perceived spatially rather than narratively
and over time. Like photographs, these pastiches were susceptible to
varied interpretations. They were so attractive that markets for them
quickly developed in other cities, where they lost certain features of
their ethnic origin and spatial particularity, as happened with minstrelsy
and vaudeville.

After the 1920s, however, a quantum change took place in the degree
to which New York produced commercial culture for a national rather
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than a local market. The reciprocal feedback from audience to producer
declined correspondingly, gradually changing the character of commer-
cial culture. Beginning in the 1920s, national network radio, theater
chains, centralized motion picture distribution, and wire service journal-
ism forever changed the previous half century’s close relation among
cultural producer, cultural consumer, and the city of New York, trans-
forming them into a new mass culture.

It is hardly surprising that this kind of commercial culture developed
in New York City. Nineteenth century New York’s economic life de-
scended directly from that of such Western trading cities as Venice and
Amsterdam two centuries earlier.* It shared with these cities an exten-
sive sea trade, a constricted land area, and the absence of the heavy
hand of national government authority or official cultural institutions.
This last characteristic, rare among major cities of the world, gave the
mercantile and business classes in each of these cities comparatively
unchecked power to shape the city, unlike their counterparts in cultural
centers such as London, Paris, and Vienna, where the interests of other
classes and official cultural institutions intervened. Moreover, New York
was unique among major commercial cities in experiencing settlement,
economic development, and urbanization as virtually simultaneous
stimuli to growth.® A succession of disruptive changes thus shaped the
culture of the city and left their mark on its spatial structure during the
nineteenth century.

This spatial organization of New York reflected the growing diversity
and complexity of its commercial, social, and recreational activities. The
most intense cultural commerce took place in and around the major axes
or squares of the city, and the central focus made its way north along
Broadway from City Hall Park in the 1840s and 1850s to Times Square by
World War I. By the 1890s, Madison Square had become the focus of the
city’s life, serving briefly as its public center. It was here, for example,
that the memorial arch was constructed in 1899 to celebrate the victory of
Dewey in Manila the year before, and here also that the vast parade in
honor of Dewey came to a halt before the reviewing stand of the city’s
notables.®

Inter-class and Inter-gender Contact

A regionalization of class life in this period tended to lock the wealthy
wage earners and the impoverished into distinct areas of the city. By the
1890s, each had acquired a name and a recognizable mythos, much as
the Bowery, whose reputation lingered on, had done in the antebellum
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period. New neighborhoods, characterized by distinctive types of hous-
ing such as the apartment house and the purpose-built tenement, made
their appearance on a massive scale during these years, and tended to
set off the style of working class life from that of the middle and upper
classes on Park Avenue.

Meanwhile, a new set of elite cultural institutions made its appear-
ance after the 1870s: museums, opera houses, clubs, and other exclusive
social institutions. By the end of the century, universities had with-
drawn in important ways from active engagement in the city’s civic life
to nurture the new academic disciplines, as Thomas Bender has sug-
gested.” And cultural institutions had developed to market entertain-
ment to the lower classes: dance halls, burlesque houses, saloons, the
various concessions of Coney Island, and, after the turn of the century,
the new storefront movie houses.®

By contrast, many new institutions brought New Yorkers of different
classes together in novel ways. These new forms of inter-class orchestra-
tion sometimes involved actual physical proximity; other times they
were vicarious and perceptual, as in the consumption of print culture,
architecture, or other shared visual experiences. The different classes in
the city had always shared the principal streets and other public spaces,
such as Broadway and the few unpaved, grassy areas such as Battery
Park, City Hall Park, and Union and Madison squares. The developing
transportation system and its stations were probably the single most
important locus of inter-class mingling. Ferryboats, elevated and street
railway carriages, and after 1904, subways caused different classes to
rub shoulders on an altogether new scale.

Other new institutions brought different classes together on a more
structured, hierarchical basis. The large hotels, theaters, and restaurants
brought working class people into subservient contact with others, but
the growing numbers and increasing localization of such facilities
changed the scale and quality of this contact. The new large office build-
ings, such as the Metropolitan Insurance, brought together a working
population of considerable variety. In its elevators, dining rooms, and
work areas, a population varying from managers to menials daily
brushed shoulders. The sheer numbers of people working in these new
office spaces opened further opportunities for mutual observation up
and down the social scale.’

Much the same can be said of the new and larger department stores
that appeared during these years. They segregated employees from
clientele of all classes and imposed a rigid hierarchy from the manage-
ment down the power scale to buyer to floorwalker to clerk to cash boy.
The customers, too, were of different classes, and consumed different
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grades of goods. The most important feature of this new social promis-
cuity lay in the large and growing numbers of working class New York-
ers who participated in, or observed, the consumption of luxury prod-
ucts or the new forms of commercial entertainment.’® A large middle
class population also traveled on the city’s elevated transportation sys-
tem through working class and ethnic neighborhoods they would not
otherwise have seen. New forms of class interaction and reciprocal ob-
servation thus considerably tempered the “barrio” effect of the city’s
domestic regionalization.

To the people experiencing these changes at the time, the new insti-
tutions and practices that progressively brought the sexes together in
the city on a radically different basis were dramatic. Distinct areas of
the culture, most notably politics and management, remained male
preserves, but the new presence of women was especially evident in
such settings as office buildings and department stores. Men and
women were both forced to improvise a decorum for these new rela-
tions in the workplace. This was especially difficult where new gen-
der arrangements were further complicated by differences in class
and in authority.!

Women of all classes were attracted to the new retail palladiums
toward the end of the century, drawn by the alluring combination of
bargains and luxury goods and by the increasingly luxurious amenities
such as rest rooms, parlors, and tearooms that became available to
women shoppers.'? As a result, stores and office buildings became
highly sexualized environments; each area of activity developed a dis-
tinctive folklore concerning the kinds of sexual encounters afforded by
this new proximity and its new set of power relations between men and
women.

During this period, the city also became a major leisure resource for
middle class women."® In the department stores, larger hotels, and the-
ater matinees and, after the turn of the century, in Broadway cabarets,
roof gardens in summertime, and places where dancing, dining, and
entertainment were offered, middle class women for the first time joined
the nightlife of the city, even unescorted. A similar change took place
in vaudeville and other forms of theatrical entertainment. In the 1870s,
vaudeville houses like Tony Pastor’s in Union Square had catered to a
predominantly male audience. After the turn of the century, Florenz
Ziegfeld and George White spectacles were performed to almost equal
numbers of men and women. By the 1920s, men and women, in pairs or
unescorted, took part in the fashionable invasion of Harlem jazz clubs
and engaged in other forms of “slumming” that had by then become a
regular part of middle class leisure and recreation. Prohibition further
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broadened the scope of permissible, if not fully acceptable, female be-
havior, as the elite mingled with the underworld in the speakeasies of
Hell’s Kitchen.'*

The full spatial order of modern New York had emerged by the end of
the 1920s, partly as a result of three other dramatic and almost simul-
taneous changes in the city: the rapid development of luxury apartment
housing on Park Avenue after the Grand Central rail tracks were placed
underground; the equally rapid concentration of office buildings in mid-
town, set off by the construction of Rockefeller Center; and the flower-
ing of Broadway as a middle class theatrical mecca under the genius of
Ziegfeld and his imitators.' The new connotation of Park Avenue as the
home of the “socialite” (to use a 1920s neologism), was understood by
everyone by the end of the decade. Both Condé Nast and Ziegfeld
maintained establishments there, which they used for lavish entertain-
ment. The Rockefeller decision to develop blocks of office buildings in
the 1950s brought about the concentration of publishing and communi-
cations industries in the midtown area, with the new RCA Tower as its
focus.

The Culture of Pastiche

The content of these new cultural forms mixed many different elements
of the city’s culture. New York began to develop a commercial culture of
pastiche, derived from the experience of the streets, as early as 1869. In
that year, publishing and printing, followed by the construction trades,
were among the city’s largest industries.’® Apart from general pe-
riodicals, printers ground out publications for every trade and self-
defined group, for every special occasion. The volume of this material
has rarely been exceeded, but the close tie between printing and build-
ing seems particularly unique to New York. Accounts of new buildings
habitually filled its newspapers, and newspapers themselves were
housed in some of the city’s most distinctive structures.'” It was no
accident, therefore, that two of the principal axes of the city were named
after newspapers—Herald Square and Times Square (originally, Long
Acre)—nor was it coincidental that the first tall building with an Italian-
ate tower was Hunt’s Tribune Building of 1877 on Newspaper Row, off
Broadway at City Hall Park. These two newspaper axes eventually per-
formed additional functions in transmitting New York’s urban moder-
nity: Herald Square as a center of department store retailing, and Times
Square as the focus of theater and nightlife and as a center for large
municipal celebrations.
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A street derivation marks the pastiche culture after 1869. The associa-
tion of popular culture with the street is, of course, very old. In the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, streets formed the principal ar-
teries through which the mass of Europeans received print culture: reli-
gious proclamations (often read aloud), posters, broadsides, ballads,
almanacs, chapbooks, and, in France, editions of classical writers, so-
called livrets bleus (for their cheap, colored paper), were hawked in the
street by peddlers, or colporteurs.'® As late as 1910, moreover, the same
process continued in New York, as peddlers selling candy and seltzer
dispensed editions of David Copperfield and Les Misérables (the reputed
best-sellers) in Yiddish on the Lower East Side.!® Street itinerary also
continued to be a feature of popular entertainment, as pantomimists,
jugglers, puppeteers, and other showmen set up shop wherever crowds
could be collected.

Almost every new form of popular culture or entertainment exhibits a
preoccupation with reflecting this street experience in the broadest
sense. Vaudeville, the penny press, Coney Island, Tin Pan Alley, in
their inclusiveness, variety, and pacing—as well as the pitch with which
they were promoted—all derive from this older street-spatial tradition of
entertainment. Radio, film, and television continued to exhibit some of
these characteristics well after the 1930s. Whole new cultural genres
have been created to give fresh expression to it. But the culture of pas-
tiche, partly because of its street derivation, also evoked political and
ideological controversy that resonated throughout the period and after,
especially in a society that was energetically embracing domesticity and
the values of familial order and that saw street life or anything deriving
from it as representing various ugly forms of societal subversion. Get-
ting things “‘off the streets”” became a byword of middle class reform.?

Reading the City

The fact that commercial culture, despite moral and aesthetic opposi-
tion, attracted a widening clientele drawn from almost every sector of
New York’s diverse population testifies to the important functions it
served to those who lived through these years. It interpreted the city,
making a new social world intelligible in the volatile and changing urban
arena of New York. Indeed, cultural forms were invented to “read” the
city in one way or another. The juvenile novel and city guide of the
1860s and 1870s, the newspaper short story, the color comic, and
the popular Tin Pan Alley song illustrate readings of cultural change in
New York. All helped to create new markets for popular culture, and
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attracted a diverse clientele that crossed social or generational bound-
aries. Their format, their tenor, their market success, can show how and
by whom they were so avidly consumed.

Juvenile Novels

Probably no aspect of popular culture or the history of journalism has
been less carefully examined than the remarkable expansion of the so-
called juvenile literature and magazines for “youth” in the two decades
after the Civil War.?! Something is known of the Alger and Oliver Optic
novels, but the sudden mushrooming of this phenomenon is clearly ripe
for further study. Youth’s Companion, an older magazine founded in the
1820s, for example, rapidly increased its circulation under new leader-
ship after 1869, until by the mid-1880s it surpassed the Ledger to achieve
the largest circulation of any magazine then published—385,000—
outside the cheap mail-order weeklies. This success was obtained by
surprisingly modern promotional methods of offering premiums—
books, pictures, tools—for subscriptions and renewals. As a result, it
could raise its advertising rates to $2.25 an agate line, well above the rate
of Harper's Monthly, Leslie’s Popular Monthly, Century, and The Police
Gazette.” Horatio Alger’s first, and most successful, novel, Ragged Dick,
was serialized in the competing New York-published Student and School-
mate in 1868, the year before its book publication, as were the serialized
versions of the first Oliver Optic novels, written by its editor, William T.
Adams.? Such fiction provides interesting evidence about how this new
popular literature was consumed.

The association between youth and the city already had a history by
1869, in the volumes of advice literature counseling young men on how
to obtain a foothold in the city.* The circumstances under which
Horatio Alger found a new and much larger audience for this kind of
story—it is estimated that Ragged Dick sold some 300,000 copies during
the century—are therefore not without precedent. The eyes of a young
man were seen as a revealing perspective from which to examine the
new urban industrial world. In the “reading” it gave New York, this
literature prefigured the adult guidebook that would appear much later.

At the narrative level, Ragged Dick recounts a homeless boy’s progress
from the city streets to well-furnished rooms in St. Mark’s Place, and
from bootblack to clerk in a countinghouse on Pear] Street. Contra-
dictions or tensions of one kind or another resonate through the story. It
is, first of all, a strange combination of boy’s adventure story and moral
tract. Although Ragged Dick, like Alger’s subsequent novels, is preoc-
cupied with inducing boys to abandon the life of the streets for middle
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class respectability, it presents a much more attractive picture of the
picaresque freedom and independence of street life than it does of the
somewhat grim, confining, joyless rise to success: a life of bathing,
saving, praying, ciphering, and cautious investment. Dick allows him-
self only the indulgence of luxurious furniture in his rooms. He spends
money in this way, the book stresses, only to encourage himself to stay
home.

Youthful readers, by contrast, would probably have found good en-
tertainment in the whirlwind tour of the city that makes up the first half
of the novel, even if they had to deal in some way with the moralizing of
the plot. Dick’s city is described as a boy’s paradise in his accounts of his
former street life, his colorful street argot, his various encounters with
criminal types, and the heroic rescues that take place during this tour.
One chapter is even entitled “Dick the Detective,” in the spirit of future
juvenile fiction. All of this is interspersed with moralizing and adult
commentary. Similarly, although the novel officially endorses the social
system that divides the city into rich and poor, there is more than a little
of the irreverence of Huck Finn in Dick’s bravado and his jokes about
millionaires, fancy hotels, Delmonico’s, or his Erie shares.

Then, too, although the novel endorses domesticity and, in the
wealthy Grayson family, presents a model middle class home, Ragged
Dick presents a gender-biased picture of contemporary domestic values.
With the exception of the Grayson episode, the novel is entirely about
men and boys, fathers and sons, boys and boys. The only women are
Irish landladies; the only married couple is a parody of matrimonial
mismatching. The downtown New York of the novel is a city of men, as
no doubt it largely was, but the domesticity of the novel is also exclu-
sively male, as thirteen-year-old Richard Hunter and his friend Henry
Fosdick pair off and set up housekeeping, praying and sleeping together
like husband and wife.

New York is thus seen through the eyes of boys. An adult New York
almost fully equipped with contemporary moral geography emerges
most forcefully in the content of the book. Early in the novel, Dick gets
himself hired as a guide to a young out-of-town boy who is staying at
the Astor House. For an entire day, Dick shows his young visitor the
sights of the city. The New York they see, the stories Dick tells his client,
and the individuals and institutions Dick singles out for description are
regular guidebook fare. Only the shadowy New York of sex and sin is
omitted. The tour, for obvious reasons, does not stray from Manhattan’s
sunny midsection into its darker parts, but in other ways it follows the
content of these guides almost chapter by chapter. In guidebook fash-
ion, Chapter 6 is entitled, “Up Broadway to Madison Square.” Except
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for the Bowery Theatre, Barnum’s Museum, and the Newsboy’s Lodg-
ing House over the New York Sun, the tour focuses on features of the city
a twelve- or thirteen-year-old would neither know nor care about, any
more than such a boy would care about ward politics, matrimonial mis-
matching, or the dangers of illiteracy.?

In short, Ragged Dick can be construed as a kind of anthology of
different genres of narrative, full of oddly different kinds of details and
commentary, each with its own separate appeal, and compatible for
family purchase and consumption—a species of pastiche culture charac-
teristic of the period. No one “reading” of the city can be a universal
interpretation, even during this early period. Degrees of acceptance,
skepticism, and outright disbelief concerning the success ethic and the
city’s moral geography were probably quite compatible with enjoying
Ragged Dick as a good boy’s yarn. Conversely, the novel probably
satisfied an adult reader’s urge for an orderly, moral, and familial world
with young boys safely off the street and put to clerical work indoors,
nevertheless permitting nostalgic glimpses of cherished childhood free-
dom, companionship, and adventure—and even a few sly digs at the
injustice of the existing economic order in the city. It also gratified mid-
dle class enviousness of the upper classes in its portrayals of the spoiled,
indulged, and dishonest children of the rich.

Guidebooks

The many guides to the city published in the early part of this period
were another cultural growth industry that roughly paralleled the ap-
pearance of the Alger and Oliver Optic serializations and books. They
also seem to have been directed to similarly diverse audiences, attracted
by different reasons. The New-York Historical Society contains between
thirty and fifty such guides (depending on the criteria one employs in
classifying them) published before 1900. Some of these guides went
through numerous editions and obviously reached a wider audience
than others.?® Quite a number were written by clergymen or others with
some definable religious or missionary intent. They form a distinct and
recognizable genre with remarkably similar organization and content.
They are, moreover, remarkably and interestingly different from guides
to the city published in the twentieth century, such as the WPA Guide
(1939) or W. Parker Chase’s New York, The Wonder City (1932), though,
surprisingly enough, some older moral and narrative characteristics do,
in fac2t7, linger on in Chase’s book, different though it is in every other
way.
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These guides clearly were not limited in their appeal to New York
initiates, nor to visitors from out of town. The premise behind their
rapid growth and apparent popularity was the desire of a wide range of
readers to know about the city in a way they could not, for various
reasons, from personal observation. They were, in effect, little an-
thologies of essays on almost every dimension of city life, characterized
by the widest possible appeal to different kinds of readers. Even the
order of chapters, at least compared with modern guides, seems random
and miscellaneous, unrelated subjects following one upon the other.
These guides, in other words, appear to present still another instance of
the relationship between the city’s spatial variety and a developing cul-
ture of pastiche. They underscore how far this peculiar kind of pastiche
penetrated respectable, genteel literature in the nineteenth century.

These guides did, however, retain a fairly consistent point of view.
The authors underscored their consistently moral evaluation of urban
behaviors at every turn. A pervasive tactic was to evoke the moral geog-
raphy of the city. This tactic emphasized a connection between behavior
and location within the city. Not only were crime, vice, political corrup-
tion, art, commerce, and great wealth assigned their particular places,
but each kind of behavior was metaphorically assigned an appropriate
station in a color spectrum of light and shadow. This moral mapping
of the city was, of course, nothing new to this period, and probably
originated in a time when only respectable streets were illuminated.

What was new was the racy company this benevolent moralism be-
gan to keep after the Civil War. Lights and Shadows of New York Life, or,
Sights and Sensations of the Great City is, in fact, the title of a popular guide
published in 1872.?% It mostly represents the genre, including authorship
by a clergyman, the Rev. James D. McCabe, Jr. The early chapters of the
guide are consistent with a surviving civic conception of the city as a
subject with chapters on the harbor, city government (including the
“Ring”), the major polite streets and public spaces such as Central Park,
the press, the police, Wall Street, and such public facilities as hotels,
restaurants, streetcars, and ferries. A chapter on Horace Greeley, one of
the many biographical sketches characteristic of these guides, conforms
to this civic model for the city. But after this point, a jumble of miscel-
laneous subjects crowds its way into McCabe’s account. Chapters on
“Black Mailing’” and “Female Sharpers” are sandwiched between chap-
ters on Henry Ward Beecher and Jerome Park. A sketch of Commodore
Vanderbilt is followed by a chapter on “Bummers,” one on James Gor-
don Bennett by a chapter on drunkenness, and one on Peter Cooper by
“The Heathen Chinee.”
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This long final section communicates an overwhelming impression of
exploring a terra incognita, an utterly new and different kind of society
where older values, norms, and relationships no longer apply. This was
not a society, furthermore, over which men of McCabe’s stripe imagined
themselves as exercising much control. On the contrary, a sense of class
and moral disorientation pervades the text.

The anomalous character of this new city life frequently outruns the
expressiveness of ordinary English, reducing McCabe to listing the dis-
tinctive argot that pertains to crimes and various forms of vice, just as
Ragged Dick delighted in passing on to Frank Whitney bits of slang, like
what was meant by a “swell,” to give him the flavor of street life and the
kinds of skullduggery that characterized it. At one point, McCabe in-
cluded an entire glossary of criminal terms.?® At another, he quotes
Brace’s observation that boys came into the Newsboys’ Lodging House
without real names, known only as Tickle-Me-Foot or Cranky Jim or
Wandering Jew. Tenement house life is deemed sufficiently peculiar to
warrant a graphic illustration of a cross-section of such a domestic
novelty, showing the astonishing variety of social life that can take place
simultaneously in such a structure.*

These guides, in other words, possessed a multifaceted interpretive
character shared with other kinds of popular commercial culture, such
as architecture and photography. The many contradictions in the possi-
ble significance of these culture forms thus become comprehensible. For
example, the pervasive evocation of light as moral metaphor—of dark-
ness, shadow, and vice on the one hand, and of light, brightness, and
virtue on the other—displays an almost Manichaean ambivalence about
the new urban world. New York was wonderful, beautiful, the Paris of
America, a paradise for women (middle class, of course); yet it contained
areas of unprecedented moral slime, abasement, misery, and corrup-
tion. Such contradictions seem merely confusing until we consider how
they must have been read.

The superficially odd arrangement of chapter topics and illustrations,
their miscellaneous substance, their format, invited casual browsing and
dipping into for this or that detail or subject, rather than reading
through from cover to cover, as in the seventeenth century almanacs,
chapbooks, and devotional books analyzed by Chartier. Their length of
700 or 800 pages militated against such a sequential reading, as did the
scores of short, choppy chapter headings. It would be a mistake, there-
fore, to consider the persistent moralizing in these volumes as reflecting
the mentality of their readership or to assume a direct relationship be-
tween moral tone and audience response. Preachments apart, readers
doubtless used these books as guides to the very vices they were being
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warned against. Moral rhetoric represented a threshold for entering into
close scrutiny of many subjects, such as those discussed by Fowler.
Moral condemnation, or at least cautionary prefacing, was the eye of the
needle through which any consideration of sexual conduct was forced to
pass.

The Yellow Press

By the turn of the century, new ways were rapidly extending the market
for various cultural products to different groups and categories of con-
sumers. Such products must be examined with an eye to how they were
perceived and used by those who purchased them. After the 1880s, the
daily newspapers, especially the evening and Sunday editions, provide
the best examples of how this process worked. Without doubt, they
became the single most innovative area of New York’s blossoming com-
mercial culture, far more than juvenile literature or popular guides. No
single figure had a greater impact on this process of cultural innovation
and market extension than Joseph Pulitzer. Despite the mythology that
surrounds the so-called Yellow Press, Pulitzer perceived with great clar-
ity that a successful newspaper must acquire a readership in every class
of the city and appeal to many different kinds of readers if it was to earn
its share of the advertising bonanza that became available during this
period.>! By the end of the century, Pulitzer and William Randolph
Hearst, who acquired the New York Journal in 1896, could both boast of
daily circulations of close to a million, and a Sunday circulation ap-
proaching a million and a half or more. By one estimate, one out of six
New Yorkers purchased a daily paper by 1900, and almost half the
population purchased one on Sunday.

Other quantitative changes in newspapers probably created an
equally important context for cultural change. The size of newspapers
expanded enormously, from four pages in the 1870s to sixteen pages or
more by the end of the century, with Sunday papers even larger. Adver-
tising, rather than income from sales, became the basis of profitability,
and the price of daily papers dropped from three cents to one cent
by 1900; the voluminous Sunday papers sold for five cents. Advertis-
ing boomed. The volume and rates of New York papers were by far
the highest in the country. The actual amount spent on national news-
paper advertising appears to have doubled every decade between 1870
and 1900, reaching an estimated total of $140,000,000 by the end of the
century.

Equally evident changes in the content, format, and promotion ac-
companied these quantum changes in market and help to explain them.
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The World institutionalized features that had appeared elsewhere by
devoting specific space or departments to items of appeal to particu-
lar groups: sports reporting, fashion news, household tips for women,
and other special features with wide appeal to readers. The World in-
stituted polling as a basis for distinctive news reporting about changes in
public opinion. In a bow to the city guides, an Episcopal minister was
sent to live in Hell’s Kitchen to report his experiences to the Sunday
World. A New York shop girl was asked to review a play about a London
shop girl; and Elizabeth Cochran (Nellie Bly), the World’s ace woman
reporter, beat the record of Jules Verne’s Phineas Fogg by circling the
globe in 1889 in just over seventy-two days and in a blaze of World-
sponsored publicity.*

Dramatic changes in newspaper format were equally significant dur-
ing the 1880s and 1890s. Multicolored ads, experiments in type size and
color pitch that led to banner headlines, and a front page that contained
promotional stories in boldface type and other stories in boxes or in type
of varying sizes were being used by both the World and the Journal by the
time of the outbreak of the Spanish-American War, itself a newspaper
event in New York. Like the introduction of color and the variety of new
graphic illustrations, these format changes visually transformed news-
papers in this period.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the private corporations that
supplied large cities like New York with a new kind of journalism had
become of major economic interest. The process of change could be
characterized as going from community bulletin board to commercial
billboard—exactly the characterization used by James Parton in the
1880s to protest the new style of illustrated, multicolor advertising.
“Gentlemen,” he exclaimed, “this is not advertising, this is bill-
posting.”® It was no coincidence that both Pulitzer and Hearst nursed
political ambitions, since the World and Hearst’s Journal had pieced to-
gether conglomerate readerships, drawn to their papers by one fact or
another, that very much resembled the loose, shifting coalitions charac-
teristic of American political parties of the period. Pulitzer, who success-
fully ran for Congress from New York in the late 1880s, was especially
clear about the analogue between journalism and politics. “I wish to
address the whole nation,” he once said of the World, “not a select
committee.’’>*

The question of how the readership consumed this journalism there-
fore becomes paramount. It would be easy to assume, as most historians
have, that this strident new form of print culture dominated the think-
ing of increasing numbers of the city’s population, setting the tone of
political discussion, even fomenting war, setting trends in dress and
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entertainment, and whetting the popular appetite for accounts of crime
and sexual scandals. In general, such a view sees-the press by the 1890s
as feeding the appetites of semi- and newly literate ethnic and working
class populations with a kind of integrated ““culture of compensation”
that robbed them of class and ethnic consciousness by pandering to their
curiosity and baser interest. Such an interpretation no doubt springs in
part from the difficulty of showing that it may have been otherwise and
from the absence of the kinds of evidence historians are accustomed to
employing. Such thinking may also be attributable to a naive assump-
tion that consumers read these papers from cover to cover and took the
contents at face value.

By the 1890s, the Sunday World had become a remarkable example of
New York’s commercial culture that offered something for almost every
taste. It provided entertaining features that were subject to multiple
interpretation by readers differing in class, age, and gender. As competi-
tion with Hearst heated up toward the close of the decade, the World
added still more features and departments to hold its place in the mar-
ket, and took the perilous step of reducing the price of its daily evening
paper, the edition bought by the city working population, from two
cents to one cent. A typical Sunday paper in this period would include a
few pages of hard news; perhaps an editorial in boldface, large type, or
boxed; crime stories; reports of sporting events; a society column; illus-
trated theatrical spreads; short fiction; a feature article on a famous
literary or artistic personality; advice to working girls; household hints;
and a discussion of manners. By the middle of the decade, the Sunday
World began to include color comics in a section that rapidly grew from
one or two to eight pages.

The Comics

A close look at two new Sunday features, the color comic and the news-
paper short story, may help us to understand how this new kind of
culture was consumed. Both genres were different from their closest
antecedents and both evidently attracted a wide and expectant read-
ership of a kind once attracted by serialized novels. Moreover, these
features can best be explained by how they helped commercialize newly
acquired leisure time in New York, rather than as part of a process of
working class indoctrination.

In 1894, Morrill Goddard, then Sunday editor of the World, intro-
duced a comic color picture by Richard Felton Outcault, part of a con-
tinuing feature involving the adventure and antics of a group of slum
kids, entitled “Hogan’s Alley.” There had been comic pictures and even
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primitive comic “’strips” before, but the color pictures appearing in the
World marked the beginning of a new era in serialized caricature, one
that attracted wide and enthusiastic attention. Circulation figures
reflected the success of this and other Goddard innovations, rising from
266,000 in 1893 to 450,000 in 1896.%

The central figure in “Hogan’s Alley’”” was an urchin of toddler age
with a vacant, toothless grin, always portrayed in a bright yellow dress.
He quickly captured the public imagination, eventually giving his name,
The Yellow Kid, to the series and the designation yellow to the penny
press in general. He was the first in a succession of picaresque children
and childlike animal figures to enter the public domain and to take on a
kind of life of their own.

“The Yellow Kid” and a succession of other comic figures, both in
single pictures and, after 1897, in strip forms, provide a case study of
pastiche culture and how it must have been consumed. The key to
success, it would appear, lay in creating a figure that was, first of all,
socially prismatic, a figure whose behavior would have comic signifi-
cance to those approaching it from different social perspectives. In the
American funnies or color comics, the central figures of children or
animals allowed a wide range of comic responses. Ridicule of genteel
middle class convention or mischievous violence against adults could be
interpreted in many ways. Rudolph Dick’s practical-joking “Katzenjam-
mer Kids,” which began running in 1897 in the Journal, delighted chil-
dren for a generation with their unruly manners and were regularly
used by adults to point out a moral about the fruits of bad conduct. Class
interloping was another characteristic of color comics. These comics are
entirely preoccupied with leisure, moreover. Almost no one works, any
more than anyone goes home. Events take place in public. Leisure life is
portrayed as pursued with a new kind of energy and zest. The Yellow
Kid of “Hogan’s Alley” and Buster Brown, as well as their English
“uncle,” Alley Sloper, are always portrayed as “on the town,” never in
the slums. They go to, or turn up at, the fashionable city places and
country resorts or, indeed, in the case of Buster Brown, traveled to
Europe. Despite the fact that The Yellow Kid is a toddler and Buster
Brown only seven or eight, they get around the city unescorted. “Say,
Tige,” Buster Brown exclaims to his dog in one sequence, “meet me at
Herald Square at 5 o’clock. We'll go to a French restaurant, and then
we'll go to the theatre.”3®

These comics, in other words, provide still another reading of the
city, one that consistently portrays it, often quite literally, as a kind of
playground rather than a place of work, as it had been earlier to Ragged
Dick. The attention focused on comic heroes clearly derived from their
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distinct individuality, even peculiarity, and their style in confronting the
social world of the city (with admirable bravado, comic innocence, or
foolish ignorance, depending on one’s point of view). The spectacle of
the individual confronting homogeneous mass society and convention
underlay the appeal of comics and enabled them to feed successfully so
many different kinds of appetites.®”

The first single-page color comics were clearly designed to be read in
a particular way but not in any particular order. You could start any-
where, as with a newspaper itself, and stop anywhere without a sense
of incompletion. In a particular episode from “Hogan’s Alley,” one
could begin with the signboards in the background, which parody
popular ads, or with the boxed “jokes” at the foot of the page, none of
which associate in any way with the picture; or, indeed, one could focus
on the baseball game and the comic disregard for the widely acknowl-
edged decorum of the diamond. Each picture contained jokes that were
purely visual, others that were purely textual, thereby allowing for de-
grees of literacy and appetite for English and for print culture.

O. Henry

Although more transitory than the color comic, the short fiction of the
period may be an even more revealing source. William Sidney Porter
almost single-handedly created the form of short story that flourished
briefly after the turn of the century. No one after him practiced it with
the same success. For a few short years between Porter’s arrival in the
city in 1902 and his death there of acute alcoholism in 1910, his O. Henry
stories provided a reading of the city that belongs to that historical
moment in the same way that the New Yorker short story, created
by John Cheever and others, belongs to the period surrounding World
War IL

City stories were the staple of Porter's New York years, although he
continued to write about the picaresque criminal types in the Southwest
that had first brought him attention. In his best stories, Porter's New
York is not the city of the rich and established, nor even that of the
apartment-dwelling middle classes. Upper or genteel class figures pop
up as narrators and sometimes set the tone and voice, but his favored
terrain was the bars, dance halls, and dives of Hell’s Kitchen, the Ten-
derloin, the Bowery, and the seedy rooming houses on the lower West
Side, or what he called Brickdust Row, a world of the defeated and the
transient. His central characters live on the fringe: losers, drifters, espe-
cially women locked into hopeless, humiliating, frustrating, and lonely
lives.
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Living semiclandestinely as a kind of outsider in the city, Porter
identified in a powerful way with its oppressed, the “little people” who
held menial, tedious, thankless jobs such as waitresses and laundry
employees, and its large population of female clerks or “shop girls”
(though he despised the term). Porter’s stories are notable, furthermore,
for their attention to people at work, especially women. So many stories
touch on the plight of women working in department stores, for ex-
ample, that Vachel Lindsay once referred to Porter as “the little shop
girls’ knight.”>® His city was one of hard work, fleeting pleasures, sex-
ual vulnerability, and, for many of his characters, an ineluctable but
unspecified fate. He could be seen as taking the moral geography of
McCabe’s guidebook and turning it upside down or inside out. His
empathy for those who lived in McCabe’s moral shadows and his con-
tempt for those who victimized or exploited them produced a very dif-
ferent, if still ambiguous, reading of the city.

The evocative power of these stories gives them much of their present
poignancy and literary interest. A succession of arresting images brings
turn-of-the-century New York to life. In “The Unfinished Story,” the
ironic brilliance of Broadway at night looms over the weary figure of
Dulcie as she walks home from The Biggest Store to her furnished room
on the far West Side:

The streets were filled with the rush-hour floods of people. The electric
lights of Broadway were glowing—calling moths from miles, from leagues
out of the darkness around to come in and attend the singing school. Men
in accurate clothes, with faces like those carved on cherry stones by the old
salts in sailor’s homes, turned and stared at Dulcie as she sped, unheed-
ing, past them. Manhattan, the night-blooming cereus, was beginning to
unfold its deadly, heavy-odored petals.*

In a litany, Porter lists the contents of a furnished room, things that have
been left behind by a succession of defeated people, a kind of literary
equivalent of the blues:

A polychromatic rug like some brilliant-flowered rectangular tropical islet
lay surrounded by a billow sea of soiled matting. Upon the gay-papered
wall were those pictures that pursue the homeless from house to house—
The Huguenot Lovers, The First Quarrel, The Wedding Breakfast, Psyche
at the Fountain. The mantel’s chastely severe outline was ingloriously
veiled behind some pert drapery drawn rakishly askew like the sashes of
the Amazonian ballet. Upon it was some desolate flotsam cast aside by the
room'’s marooned—a trifling vase or two, pictures of actresses, a medicine
bottle, some stray cards out of a deck.®
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This aesthetic potpourri of New York’s transient working population
and their fleeting moments of pleasure—Masie in ““Gents’ Gloves” “had
twice gone to Coney Island and ridden the hobbyhorses”’—gives these
stories an historical authenticity.

Even Porter’s best stories bring a literary manner—voice, tone, and
skill in the manipulation of plot—that develops in tension with his
strong empathy for his subjects.

They involve a complicated conflict between Porter’s head and heart.
Archness and cleverness are almost always at war with his sensibility
and compassion. In many of his stories, these qualities tend to trivialize
the lives of his characters by making them into marionettes dangling
from the strings of his cleverness. His witticisms and mannerisms jar at
times, undercutting what is humane in his vision of the city. Few mod-
ern readers will find his jokes funny, any more than they would be
amused by those in color comics of the same period.

Something about the atmosphere of the time, the irritants, anomalies,
and disparities that form the basis of a period’s humor, has been lost to
us. His cherished “little people,” the working population of the city,
appear instead to be at once dehumanized and sentimentalized, as in his
famous “Gift of the Magi,”” his surprise endings, his patronizing turns of
phrase. On occasion, his working class characters become the butt of
upper class “in” jokes, as when a flirtatious waitress is invited by a
customer “to go to Parsifal” with him, and she virtuously replies, “I
don’t know where Parsifal is, but not a stitch of clothing goes in the
suitcase until the ring is on.” On other occasions, a story exposes the
terrible vulnerability of his characters like a raw nerve. In ““The Brief
Debut of Tildy,” a homely Irish girl, unable to find an escort, takes an
Italian boy to a dance, disguising him with an Irish name. Her humilia-
tion comes when he pulls a knife in a fight on the dance floor and
“everyone knew he was a dago.” In another story, an unattractive
waitress with whom no one has ever flirted, assumes, mistakenly, that a
man has finally made a pass at her, and tells all her friends. This story,
too, ends with her disappointed humiliation.

In “Brickdust Row,” Porter’s last story in the Sunday World, a young
“slum lord” wanders from his club and, out of boredom and curiosity,
decides to visit Coney Island. On the ferry he meets a young woman
whom he accompanies through the evening. As the night progresses,
his impressions of Coney Island are transformed by his feelings for her.
At first, he sees it as a tasteless pandemonium: “‘the mob, the multitude,
the proletariat . . . shrieking, struggling, hurrying, panting, hurling
itself . . . into sham palaces of trumpery.” Then, through his empathy,
he sees it as he feels she must see it: “Here, at least, was the husk of
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Romance, the empty but shining casque of Chivalry . . . the magic carpet
that transports you to the realms of fairyland. . . . He no longer saw
rabble, but his brother seeking the ideal.””*!

At the end of the story, he discovers that his companion of the night
lives in one of his own tawdry brick row houses, “third floor back.” He
responds with a despairing shout the next day to his rental agent to do
something about Brickdust Row: “Remodel it, burn it, raze it to the
ground,” he exclaims, “but, man, it is too late, I tell you, it's too late, it’s
too late.” This story, perhaps better than most, suggests the social char-
acter of Porter’s fiction. His central character begins as a rich club mem-
ber with the social and aesthetic views of James Huneker, who did in
fact describe Coney Island in almost the same language, but leaves him,
after his sentimental holiday, just where he began. His vague, sentimen-
tal embrace of Coney Island and the girl, like his brief outburst of anger
and despair, shows neither real change nor the possibility of it.

These sentimental accounts of the relations between classes in the city
have a specific historical meaning: empathy without political compas-
sion. They reduce the scale of human suffering to what atomized indi-
viduals endure as their plucky, sad lives were recounted week after
week for almost a decade.

How were such stories interpreted at the time? First of all, their senti-
mental reading of oppression, class differences, human suffering, and
affection helped create a new language for interpreting the city’s com-
plex society, a language that began to replace the threadbare moralism
that New Yorkers inherited from nineteenth-century readings of the
city. This language localized suffering in particular moments and
confined it to particular occasions; it smoothed over differences because
it could be read almost the same way from either end of the social scale.
O. Henry stories demanded only a brief dispensation of emotion from
their newspaper readers once a week and asked for little more. As many
composers of popular songs soon learned, the sentimental was a
miraculous form of social glue with a virtually unlimited national
market.

Porter’s stories appealed to the whole social spectrum. People like to
read about themselves, just as they enjoy photography where their faces
figure. The only place working people could read about themselves and
find some understanding of their lives was in Porter’s stories. They
probably did not notice the lapses of tone or patronizing observations
that we perceive. The self-conscious literary manner of these stories,
their unintelligible or obscure references, must have given many readers
a secure sense that they were encountering genuine literary culture. For
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readers in other classes, they satisfied a growing curiosity about the
city’s working class and underworld populations, just as the guides to
the city’s shadowy areas had done earlier. In short, O. Henry stories
offered a gratifying, innocuous form of slumming, sprinkled with inter-
class romances where millionaires marry working girls and take off into
the sunset. These, too, would have appealed to either end of the social
scale. The literary flaws detectable in these stories help, then, to explain
the breadth of their appeal. Their focus on individuals’ plights, the
absence of social or political implications, their ideological neutrality,
must have helped to woo a wide range of readers who would have taken
flight at anything resembling political partisanship or passion.

Tin Pan Alley

The world of popular songs written, published, and promoted after 1900
is a story in itself, and requires careful separate analysis.*? A few obser-
vations about Tin Pan Alley bring the analytical focus into final resolu-
tion because the changes Porter and others initiated in reading soon
permeated the music industry. Popular songs quickly became commer-
cially formidable on a national scale unrivaled until the flowering of
radio culture in the 1930s. Between 1900 and 1950, over 300,000 songs
were copyrighted, the bulk of them before World War II.

The popular song was a perfect embodiment of the culture of pastiche
emerging in New York. Song content was a miscellany of trivial, per-
sonal observations—"“Where do they go, those smoke rings I blow?”’—
and as a genre could be read in almost any way. A melodic line could
simply be hummed, or whistled, without words. One could be content
with a single verse, or only snatches of lyric. References were almost
entirely limited to romantic love. These songs soon became the most
interreferential of popular media. Songs about songs were not long in
making their appearance. Popular music, therefore, spun the most se-
cure and cocoonlike world of evocative emotion through an aura of
romance and nostalgia that also limited its range.

“Bei Mir Bist Du Schoen,” one of Tin Pan Alley’s most legendary
success stories, is a case in point. It was a Yiddish song sung and sold by
Lower East Side peddlers in the mid-1930s. A bit later, it was “swung”
by two appreciative black musicians, who sang it in Yiddish at the
Apollo Theatre in Harlem. Two Jewish musicians who heard it in the
Catskills added English lyrics and got it published despite resistance to
foreign lyrics. It was introduced nationally and made a hit by the then
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unknown Greek-American Andrews Sisters, who became, through the
song’s immediate success, the first female vocal group to sell a million
records. By 1938, the song climbed to the top of Your Hit Parade and had
become the theme song of a popular film about marriage starring Dana
Andrews.*

The story of “Bei Mir Bist Du Schoen” is, in other words, a microcosm
of the cultural transformation that overcame New York in the succeed-
ing quarter century. Popular music after 1910, the year of Porter’s death,
was the single most important ethnic group contribution to the city’s
commercial culture. It was the aimost exclusive creation of the European
Jews who had settled on the Lower East Side. An intricate network
within this community recruited talent from piano-laden tenements,
saloons with singing waiters, and promising young singers in local
synagogues, and gave this talent a place in an expanding musical cul-
ture. What began on the Lower East Side, the Tenderloin, and Harlem
became a national phenomenon. “Irving Berlin is American music,”
George Gershwin once remarked.* This culture was built on market
strategies that originated in New York on “boomers” and “pluggers,”
whose business was to bring new songs to the attention of the public in
music stores, dime stores, and on the streets. Even the exceptions to the
Jewish origin of popular songs are instructive. Cole Porter, for example,
was a Yale-educated Episcopalian, the son of a millionaire from Indiana,
yet he once confessed to Richard Rodgers, when they met by accident in
Venice, that early failures had taught him the secret of popular songs. It
lay, he told the astonished Rodgers, “in writing Jewish tunes.”*> This
irony has a further twist, since Cole Porter drew the melodies of such
popular songs as “My Heart Belongs to Daddy” from a Yiddish musical
tradition that Mark Slobin has recently shown lacked the theme of ro-
mantic love.*

The body of popular song created in New York by the 1930s subse-
quently formed part of a national culture that circulated over the radio
and through Hollywood films. But it remained the product of New York
culture at a particular moment, the moment when New York’s immi-
grant Jews had little other access to recognizable forms of success; when
“coon” songs, ragtime, and jazz emerged from the black ghetto; and
when managerial and entrepreneurial talent arose from the Lower East
Side. New technologies appearing at this moment made this cultural
product generally and suddenly available, as the penny press had a
generation earlier. However wide its circulation, this music never lost its
New York flavor nor its roots in New York’s spatial arrangements and its
commercial culture of pastiche.



THE LAUNCHING OF A COMMERCIAL CULTURE 129

Conclusion

We may conclude by observing that neither commercial nor mass cul-
ture had a strong didactic function. Their orientation was broadly
cultural, not pedagogical. The consumption of print, graphic, and other
forms of commercial culture was only a part of the class life of New
York’s working population, to mention only one segment of the audi-
ence. Existing studies have emphasized the ideological intent of those
who produced and distributed such culture and pointed to the nar-
rowed options given to working class consumers. From the consumers’
point of view, however, these new cultural genres provided the least
oppressive component of daily life. They may even have raised expecta-
tions, and hence fired demands, for a better life among those who regu-
larly consumed them. The hardships and oppression experienced at
home and at work doubtless more strongly shaped the response to
commercial culture than the consumption of such culture influenced the
mentality of working class New Yorkers. The new newspapers, the
popular songs, and the graphic and photographic art had an open and
nonprescriptive format for consumption. The most important considera-
tion for those who produced these cultural products was success in
marketing them. Empirical research would clearly be useful, but differ-
ent groups within the city’s population gave multiple interpretations to
these new cultural products. Within any particular group, the signifi-
cance attached to them was ambiguous.

The so-called mass culture that emerged after the 1920s did not
wholly transform this older commercial culture, certainly not overnight.
This probably explains why commercial and mass culture are typically
confused. Historians and other students have ritually criticized mass
culture as formulaic, culturally rootless, and trivializing. Much the same
charges have been made against commercial culture at the end of the
nineteenth century, as they have about the popular culture of almost
every previous era. This essay has argued to the contrary that the
significance of commercial culture lies in the complex circumstances
surrounding its creation, in how New York’s diverse population was
orchestrated to fabricate and consume it, and in how it helped consum-
ers from across the social spectrum to decode the city.

Its vital and complex origins continued to characterize mass culture
even as national markets incorporated locally created genres after the
1920s. Early films did not eclipse Broadway musical shows but drew
upon and exploited their songs, dramatic materials, and New York back-
ground. The comic style developed in early films by Charlie Chaplin and
Buster Keaton rose above the standards of either the English music hall
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or the vaudeville stage. Since these later forms were produced for differ-
ent audiences with different needs and a different relationship to their
production, this evolving mass culture was based on a different New
York. It was no longer the city experienced by those who lived and
worked in it before the 1930s, but was abstracted from history, a city
frozen in time, and hence part of a national mythology about big cities.
But that is a different story.

In the era before the rise of national mass media, New York’s com-
mercial culture operated not as the instrument of one class over another,
but as an arena where all could find genuine, if partial, representation of
their experiences. As a pastiche of such new experiences, this commer-
cial culture was determined to be accessible and appealing to all. Its
success and selectiveness in doing so, however, may well have limited
the scope for a separate, politically adversarial culture rooted in New
York City’s new working class.
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Political Incorporation
and Containment:
Regime Transformation
in New York City

Martin Shefter

During the decades following the Civil War, Tammany Hall became the
most powerful political organization in New York. From the 1890s to the
1930s, political competition in the metropolis largely took the form of
periodic struggles between machine politicians belonging to or allied
with Tammany, and political coalitions that rallied against them in the
name of reform. By contrast, during the decades following World
War II, the influence of the city’s regular Democratic party organizations
was considerably diminished. Wallace Sayre and Herbert Kaufman, in
their authoritative study Governing New York City, depict politics in the
metropolis during these years as being organized less around struggles
between machine politicians and their opponents than around competi-
tion among interest groups within many distinct policy arenas.! This
essay seeks to account for why the structure of political competition
in New York City evolved from a machine/reform dialectic to a classic
pattern of pluralism.

New York at the Turn of the Century

As the companion essays in this volume show, New York City’s econ-
omy and population changed dramatically during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Regarding the economy, David Hammack
has noted that as late as 1880: ““Greater New York was still a mercantile
city . . . engaged in the financial, commercial, and manufacturing activi-
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ties appropriate to the entrepit that handled the lion’s share of America’s
trade with the Atlantic world. By 1910 the metropolis was more exten-
sively involved in the management of American industry than in the
Atlantic trade, and while its own manufacturing sector remained
healthy, it produced a considerably narrower range of goods.”? More-
over, the sectors in which New York City manufacturers increasingly
specialized, particularly apparel and publishing, were linked to the
city’s position as a center of communication and control in the nation’s
economy. Clothing manufacturers had to be attuned to the latest in
fashions, and publishers to the latest in ideas. In no other American city
was this information more readily available than in New York.

Changes in international population flows also registered very rap-
idly in New York. Two-thirds of the immigrants who flooded into the
United States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
entered the country through Castle Garden and Ellis Island. Many
settled in New York because the remarkable vitality of the city’s econ-
omy during this period enabled them to find work. Consequently, the
consolidated Greater New York City’s population more than doubled,
from 1.9 million to 4.8 million, between 1880 and 1910. In these years,
Italians and Jews supplanted Germans and Irish as the largest popula-
tion groups in the city. This process of ethnic succession was played out
in the city’s neighborhoods, many of which acquired the ethnic identity
during these years they were to retain for the next half century or more.
In particular, the Lower East Side and Williamsburg became predomi-
nantly Jewish at the turn of the century, and Greenwich Village and East
Harlem became predominantly Italian.?

These developments aroused conflict among and within New York’s
ethnic subcommunities—conflict that was often acted out on the city’s
streets, to the horror of respectable opinion in the city. The Draft Riot of
1863 and the Orange Riot of 1871 were the last major disorders pitting
whites against blacks and Irish Catholics against Protestants. But in 1900
a two-day riot erupted in a racially mixed section of Hell’s Kitchen in
which local whites fought local blacks as well as blacks from the adjacent
neighborhood of San Juan Hill. The Herald noted in disgust that the
police joined in these attacks upon blacks, contributing to the disorder
rather than stopping it.* Two years later, the largely Irish work force at
the R. H. Hoe factory stoned the funeral procession of a prominent
Orthodox rabbi, Jacob Joseph, as it passed beneath the factory’s win-
dows.® And in 1902 and 1917, Jewish women on the Lower East Side and
in Brownsville protested against rising meat prices by overturning push-
carts or pouring kerosene on the meat being offered for sale. To the
editorial writers of the New York Times, this indicated that “they do not
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understand the duties or the rights of Americans.”® Finally, according to
Herbert Asbury’s popular history of the gangs of New York, at the turn
of the century the city’s gangs—composed predominantly of either
Irishmen or Jews—divided Manhattan south of Forty-second Street into
exclusive territories and used force to keep out members of rival gangs.’

Competition among ethnic groups also emerged in the early years of
the twentieth century for use of the city’s poshest street, Fifth Avenue.
As the city’s clothing industry grew, the garment district expanded
northward. During the midday hours Jewish garment workers crowded
Fifth Avenue and, in the eyes of merchants, lowered its tone. To defend
their control of the street, the Fifth Avenue merchants resorted not to
violence but to the law, leading the drive to enact the nation’s first
zoning code in 1916.3

If immigrant Jewish garment workers threatened the Fifth Avenue
shopping district from the south, some of their children encroached on it
from the west. During the early years of the twentieth century the city’s
red-light district, the Tenderloin, migrated from north of Union Square
to north of Times Square. Many gamblers operating in the Tenderloin
were “East Side types,” that is, Jews. For example, the victim of New
York’s most sensational crime of the early twentieth century was Her-
man Rosenthal, a gambler who was murdered in front of the Hotel
Metropole on Forty-third Street between Broadway and Sixth Avenue.
The street names of the gangsters convicted of murdering Rosenthal
were Gyp the Blood, Lefty Louie, Dago Frank, and Whitey Lewis. Their
given names, however, were Harry Horowitz, Louis Rosenberg, Frank
Cirofici, and Jacob Seidenshimer.®

Respectable New Yorkers were concerned about the spread not only
of criminal activity from the Lower East Side to other sections of the city
but also of industrial strife and political radicalism. Between 1909 and
1916, workers seeking union recognition engaged in a major wave of
strikes. Their parades and picket lines kept the streets of the Lower East
Side and the garment district in a state of turmoil.'® Although they had
no use whatever for the socialism of the garment trades unions, many
middle and upper class New Yorkers sympathized with their striking
members, especially after the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist fire that killed 146
young women.

Middle and upper class New Yorkers reacted quite differently, how-
ever, when organized strikes occurred among employees of the city’s
sanitation department, and among subway and streetcar workers at the
(privately owned) Interborough Rapid Transit Company. And when the
city’s Central Federated Union called a general strike in sympathy with
the striking transit workers, respectable New Yorkers became hysterical.
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These strikes, unlike those in the garment trades, seriously inconve-
nienced the middle class and appeared to threaten the city’s social and
political order. Consequently, they evoked a furious and successful
counterattack by the newspapers that s?oke for this latter segment of
the city’s population and by employers.'! These political forces reacted
in the same way when quasi-radical or radical leaders or parties
threatened to win a widespread following. This was evident when Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst, campaigning as a friend of labor and an oppo-
nent of the city’s traction magnates, almost won the mayoral election of
1905. It was also evident when the Socialists ran a strong race in the 1917
mayoral election and won state assembly races in Brooklyn, the Bronx,
and Manhattan districts during and after World War 1.1

The Open City
and the Consolidation of the Tammany Machine

The conflicts produced by changes in New York’s economy and popula-
tion at the turn of the century had major implications for municipal
government and politics. The building of the city’s first subway system
and the response to new immigrant groups exemplify this impact.

In the 1890s, important participants in the city’s politics, particularly
the Chamber of Commerce, argued that to retain its position as a center
of communication and control in the national and international econ-
omy, New York must construct a rapid transit system capable of moving
millions of people a day from outlying residential neighborhoods to
their jobs in Manhattan. Tammany, however, reacted coolly to propos-
als for constructing the city’s first subway line.!* Mayors Hugh Grant,
Thomas Gilroy, and Robert Van Wyck feared that supporting such a
costly public works project would lead some of the machine’s opponents
to charge that their administrations were duplicating the excesses of the
Tweed Ring. Tammany also had close ties with the Metropolitan Street
Railway Company and the Third Avenue Elevated Railway Company,
which would lose riders if a subway system were constructed.

In the end Tammany did turn around, in part because the subway
construction contract was awarded to a firm with close ties to the ma-
chine, and the financing of the project was handled by bankers with
similar ties. The Chamber of Commerce (whose members controlled the
city’s Rapid Transit Commission) was prepared to make these conces-
sions to obtain a subway system it regarded as vital for the continued
growth of the city’s economy. Candidates nominated by the regular
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Democratic organizations in New York's five boroughs thereafter sought
to win the support of subway riders by pledging to maintain the five-
cent fare.

By the turn of the twentieth century, machine politicians also devel-
oped a variety of techniques for coping with the political problems and
taking advantage of the opportunities created by the influx of Jewish
and Italian immigrants. It must be emphasized at the outset that the
city’s party organizations did not take the initiative in mobilizing these
immigrants into politics. The members of New York’s more established
ethnic groups had no desire to share the rewards of power with new-
comers to the city. For this reason, Italians—who had very high rates of
return migration and low rates of citizenship and voter turnout—got
little out of city politics. It was not until 1913 that an Italian-American
was first elected to a public office (member of the state assembly) in New
York, and it was not until 1929 that an Italian became a Tammany district
leader.™

The situation regarding Jews was more complex. Because Eastern
European Jews fled religious and political persecution as well as eco-
nomic deprivation, return migration was rare and their stake in New
York politics potentially high. Relatedly, as Moses Rischin notes, they
created (or recreated in New York) a remarkably dense organizational
life comprised of religious, charitable, and labor.'> These associations
were potential vehicles for participation in the city’s politics. Finally, at
the time of the great Eastern European migrations, a well-to-do German-
Jewish community was already established in New York. These Uptown
Jews, as they were called, were potentially available as political allies of
their downtown counterparts.

Prior to the 1890s, however, these potentials were largely unrealized.
Uptown Jews received political recognition as Germans, rather than as
Jews, and that recognition came more from the Republicans than from
the Democrats. Neither party made an effort to mobilize support among
the new immigrants flooding into the East Side. Rather, machine politi-
cians established ties to the Downtown Jewish community through
some of its less savory members, whose function was more to control
the Jewish vote than to mobilize it. These politicians also funneled
profits from illicit enterprises to Tammany’s district leaders. One case in
point was “Silver Dollar’” Smith (born either Charles Solomon or Sol-
omon Finklestein), “a saloon keeper who had shown himself to be free
of traditional Jewish scruples against the use of fists.””’® Other Jewish
politicians of this ilk were Monk Eastman (born Edward Osterman), the
leader of the city’s largest Jewish gang, and Max Hochstim, who was
involved in prostitution.
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Two turn-of-the-century developments contributed to the political
mobilization of Jews outside these channels. One was Henry George’s
race for mayor in 1886 as the candidate of the city’s labor movement.
George campaigned actively for Jewish votes, and Henry George clubs
were organized throughout the Lower East Side. By serving as a bridge
between the Jewish labor and radical traditions and American electoral
politics, the George campaign encouraged thousands of East Siders to
participate in electoral politics. It also convinced the city’s major party
organizations that there was a Jewish vote worth cultivating.!”

An upsurge of anti-Semitism within the city’s social elite also contrib-
uted to the political mobilization of New York’s Jewish community. It
demonstrated to members of the Uptown Jewish community that other
New Yorkers regarded them as Jews more than as Germans, and there-
fore that their standing in the city was linked to their fellow Jews down-
town. If only to defend their own position, they had a stake in defend-
ing that of the city’s East European Jews. This brought the two segments
of the city’s Jewish community into political alliance on many occasions.
For a period, as Arthur Goren has documented, this alliance was in-
stitutionalized in the New York Kehillah (Community Council).’® The
coalition of Uptown and Downtown Jews commanded more formidable
resources than other new immigrant groups.

Although older patterns by no means disappeared, many politicians
affiliated with Tammany, and its sister Democratic organizations re-
sponded to this upsurge in political activity by appealing for the support
of Jews. John F. Ahearn and Tom Foley, for example, rose to Tammany
district leaderships on the Lower East Side in this way.'® They accom-
plished this partly through symbolic appeals. For example, the night
after workers at the R. H. Hoe factory stoned Rabbi Joseph’s funeral
procession, Ahearn avenged this attack upon his constituents by having
his boys break every one of the factory’s windows.?’ To refugees from
nations that officially sanctioned pogroms, such symbolism was not
unimportant. Tammany also won support among Jews by extending to
them the traditional benefits of machine politics: public services, facili-
ties, jobs, and nominations for public office.

Democratic public officials also appealed for Jewish support in some
less traditional ways. Under the leadership of Al Smith and Robert F.
Wagner, Sr., both protégés of Tammany boss Charles F. Murphy, New
York enacted the nation’s most extensive program of social and labor
legislation, as Joseph Huthmacher has documented.?! Most of this legis-
lation was drafted by members of Smith’s predominantly Jewish kitchen
cabinet. This initiated the first step in the movement of liberal and radi-
cal Jews into the Democratic party.
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The actions Tammany politicians took in response to the influx of
Jewish and Italian immigrants distressed many political forces. The ma-
chine’s ties to the underworld, even if confined to red-light or slum
districts, offended the moral sensibilities of bluestockings elsewhere in
the city. It also offended many residents of poor neighborhoods. The
reform crusade of 1901, for example, was sparked by a conflict over
solicitation for prostitution in front of a church on the Lower East Side.?
Many businessmen were not happy with the social and labor legislation
enacted with Tammany’s support. And municipal taxpayers had to pay
the costs of providing the members of new ethnic groups with public
services, facilities, and jobs.

Nonetheless, from the vantage point of established interests in New
York, machine government could be preferable to some of its alterna-
tives. In 1905, for example, thousands of middle and upper class New
Yorkers voted for the Democratic machine’s mayoral candidate, George
McClellan, rather than risk the election of William Randolph Hearst.?
And so long as New York’s economy continued to grow, City Hall could
increase the flow of public benefits to new claimants on the municipal
treasury without driving up the local property tax rate.

The Machine/Reform Dialectic

Tammany maintained its position as the dominant political institution in
New York, then, by arranging a set of accommodations among the ma-
jor interests with a stake in municipal affairs that these forces regarded
as preferable to the realistic alternatives.?* As changes occurred in the
environment within which the machine operated, however, Tammany’s
leaders did not always recognize the adjustments in municipal policies
and practices that would be necessary to retain the acquiescence of these
interests. Nor could top machine politicians always compel their subor-
dinates or allies to accept such adjustments. At such points, the political
forces that regarded it as imperative for the municipal government to
strike out in new directions concluded that City Hall was serving the
special interests of Tammany politicians, their cronies, to the detriment
of the public interest. Those sharing this view could be rallied against
the machine in the name of “reform.”

Three times between 1901 and 1933, such reform coalitions managed
to defeat the machine and take control of City Hall, electing mayors Seth
Low in 1901, John Purroy Mitchel in 1913, and Fiorello La Guardia in
1933. The conditions leading to these successes were by no means iden-
tical, but there were some broad similarities in the composition of the
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antimachine coalition and in how the machine managed to regain power
in the wake of each reform episode.

The Reform Coalition

Since the end of the nineteenth century, antimachine campaigns in New
York have been initiated by what might be termed the city’s reform
vanguard. The founders, directors, and financial backers of the organi-
zations through which this vanguard has operated were drawn from the
city’s upper classes, especially from among wealthy New Yorkers who
financed organized charity. But the most numerous and active members
of this vanguard were young practitioners of professions that produce,
disseminate, and implement respectable opinion on political and social
issues—among them, academic social scientists, social workers, clergy-
men, and journalists. The first two of these professions were born at the
turn of the century, and the latter two were transformed by the rise of
the Social Gospel and the muckraking tradition. As David Hammack
says of the members of these newer professions, these “highly trained
men—and women—were seeking public outlets for their newly won
expertise and . . . were ready to devote a good deal of effort to local
politics.”?> New York’s reform vanguard was a would-be leadership
class whose members sought to supplant machine politicians as the key
actors in municipal government.

This reform vanguard, it should be noted, was not a mere mouth-
piece for New York’s business elite. Its members sought to shape, not
simply to reflect, respectable opinion in New York. They believed that
the machine’s ties to interests with a stake in the status quo and its
commitment to the patronage system led it to nominate candidates and
appoint officials who would not and could not deal with the city’s most
pressing economic and social problems. Upper and middle class New
Yorkers’ acquiescence to machine government appalled them. They
sought to convince them that the moral and financial costs of machine
government were intolerable.

Exposés and investigations were a central reform strategy. The ex-
posure of incompetence, the discovery of graft, or, best of all, the dis-
covery of ties between machine politicians and the underworld could
destroy the legitimacy of the incumbent municipal administration. For
example, an investigation by the reformist Bureau of Municipal Re-
search of waste and fraud in the Manhattan borough president’s office
was the first in the series of events leading to the election of John Purroy
Mitchel as mayor in 1913. And Samuel Seabury’s investigations of cor-
ruption in New York’s judicial, county, and executive agencies contrib-
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uted to Fiorello La Guardia’s election as mayor in 1933. Yet neither
corruption nor its discovery necessarily sparked a full-scale reform
crusade. The state legislature’s Meyer Committee uncovered evidence
of wrongdoing by city officials in the early 1920s, for example, and
investigations headed by Senator Estes Kefauver and Judge Joseph Pros-
kauer revealed that a number of Tammany politicians were linked to
organized crime in the early 1950s, but in neither decade were these
revelations followed by a successful reform campaign.

If the machine was to be overturned, reform activists would have to
ally with other political forces who could provide financing, mass sup-
port, and the electoral machinery necessary to mobilize voters. Opposi-
tion to the machine among important segments of the city’s business
community was crucial to the development of successful reform cam-
paigns. Also important were press and public concern about the ma-
chine’s ability to preserve law and order as new immigrants flooded into
the city. So too were national political realignments.

Business leaders most often came to regard the continued machine
rule as intolerable when, in their view, City Hall failed to manage mu-
nicipal finances responsibly and to promote the growth of the city’s
economy. Thus municipal fiscal crises in 1907 and 1932-1933 helped
trigger reform.?

Bankers and businessmen sought to overturn the machine because
they wanted to have a direct voice in making the fundamental policy
choices necessitated by fiscal crisis. To regain financial stability, the city
had to pursue some combination of the following policies: (1) raise taxes,
(2) cut current expenditures and services, or (3) cut capital expenditures.
The last course, however, could undermine what businessmen regarded
as a central responsibility of the city government: promoting the growth
of the local economy. Hence in both 1907-1909 and 1932-1933 spokes-
men for the downtown business community called upon the municipal
government to stop financing current expenditures with borrowed
funds, to balance its budget by slashing its current expenditures rather
than by raising taxes, and to focus its borrowing capacity on improving
transportation. They also sought to have the subway’s debt service and
operating costs financed with fares rather than local tax revenues. This
program was not popular with New York's electorate (there were many
more subway riders than property taxpayers in the city). When City Hall
resisted it, bankers and businessmen regarded the incumbent adminis-
tration as fiscally irresponsible. It had sacrificed New York’s long-term
interests for the sake of current political gains, and hence, they con-
cluded, was fundamentally misgoverning the city.?”

For example, in the depths of the 1933 fiscal crisis Mayor John O’Brien
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created a Municipal Economic Commission (MEC)—whose members
included the presidents of the Chamber of Commerce, the Merchants’
Association, and the Board of Trade—to advise the city on the policies it
should pursue to balance its budget. The MEC proposed that the munic-
ipal government drastically cut its expenditures and reduce its property
tax rate by 10 percent. Instead, the administration increased a number of
taxes and fees. In protest the presidents of these business organizations
resigned from the MEC three days before the election, and attacked the
mayor—who was running for reelection as Tammany’s candidate—for
failing to adopt their proposals. The Chamber of Commerce also offered
the use of its facilities to the City party, which had been organized to
conduct that year’s reform campaign.

Social disorder among new waves of immigrants was also conducive
to reform movements. Sensational episodes that suggested corrupt deal-
ings between Jewish gangsters and Tammany politicians sparked the
reform movement that elected John Purroy Mitchel in 1913. Similar epi-
sodes suggesting that Tammany politicians had ties to Italian-American
gangsters would contribute to Fiorello La Guardia’s election as a re-
former two decades later.”

The immigrant influx, however, also presented the reformers with
the opportunity to extend their popular base. The ethnic groups that at
any given time staffed the city’s party organizations generally excluded
outsiders from the fruits of power. As a rule, second-generation immi-
grants who sought to get ahead through politics especially resented
exclusion by the machine. By nominating and appointing such individ-
uals to visible offices, and by promising to respond to group grievances
ignored by the incumbent regime, the reformers could and did extend
their base of support. Theodore Lowi has shown that reform mayors,
especially La Guardia, increased the number of Jews, Italians, and
blacks in top appointive positions.”

Finally, the flux of national political alignments also aided reform
movements by fostering attacks upon the city’s party organizations.
When the leaders of the city’s party organizations opposed a candidate
who won the party’s presidential nomination, such as Woodrow Wilson
in 1912 and Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932, that candidate’s local support-
ers had reason to wage war on the party bosses. Thus, after his election,
Woodrow Wilson appointed anti-Tammany Democrat John Purroy
Mitchel to the most important federal patronage post in the city—head
of the New York Customs House. And in the municipal election follow-
ing FDR’s entry into the White House, many of the president’s New
York City supporters backed Fiorello La Guardia, the fusion mayoral
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candidate, or Joseph McKee, an anti-Tammany Democrat running for
mayor as an independent candidate.*

National political alignments also influenced whether the Republi-
cans would join forces with the reformers. When the GOP was out of
power in Washington, New York City Republican politicians were more
willing than at other times to make the concessions that such an alliance
entails because they were especially anxious to obtain access to other
levels of government. Republican participation was valuable to a fusion
effort because it provided the votes of party loyalists and a ready-made
campaign apparatus for turning out voters on Election Day.

Upper and middle class reform activists, prominent business leaders,
spokesmen for minority ethnic or racial groups, dissident Democrats,
and Republicans thus comprised the core of an antimachine ““fusion”
movement. Citizens’ committees composed of prominent members of
New York’s economic and social elite, such as the Committee of 109 in
1913 and the Committee of 1,000 in 1933, organized fusion campaigns.
Reformers and their business allies often sought to turn these commit-
tees into virtual countergovernments that performed public functions.
They financed and conducted investigations of the municipal govern-
ment and brought charges against public officials deemed guilty of cor-
ruption or incompetence. In 1932 to 1933 they also demanded, as a
condition for bailing the city out of its fiscal problems, that the mayor
appoint their nominees to top financial positions in the city government
and implement their proposals for cutting expenditures and raising rev-
enues. By so usurping public powers, they undermined the legitimacy
of incumbent officeholders and weakened the machine.?

After their election reform mayors would undertake to enact new
public policies and to reorganize the city government. Those allied to the
machine of course resisted, opposition that at times took a violent turn.
Moreover, the members of fusion coalitions had divergent interests.
Reorganizing municipal agencies and reallocating their benefits in ways
that pleased one reform constituency often infuriated the others. For
example, efforts by the Mitchel administration to limit spending on edu-
cation and social welfare programs—desired by many of its supporters
within the business community—cost it the backing of many Jews who
had voted for the mayor in 1913.3? Finally, efforts to mobilize new im-
migrants often allowed radicals from these groups to gain positions of
prominence. Reform provided openings to Jewish socialists, such as
Meyer London, in the 1910s and to Italian and Jewish Communists and
fellow travelers, such as Vito Marcantonio, in the 1930s and 1940s.3?
Many members of fusion coalitions viewed these radical leaders with
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horror. As a result of such strains, Mayor Mitchel lost his bid for renomi-
nation in the Republican primary of 1917 and Mayor La Guardia retired
rather than face the same fate in 1945.

The Machine’s Return to Power

New York City’s Democratic machine bounced back after each reform
episode not only because fusion administrations alienated important
groups in the city but also because it had the capacity to reform itself. It
was able to reach an accommodation with many of the political forces in
the reform coalition. It placated business interests and civic associations
by nominating candidates who were prepared to construct the capital
projects and to pursue some of the financial policies these groups ad-
vocated. Tammany and its sister organizations also saw the wisdom of
coming to terms with the forces exercising predominant influence in the
national Democratic party. Finally, and most strikingly, after each epi-
sode of municipal reform, the leaders of New York’s regular Democratic
and Republican organizations entered into collusive arrangements that
helped each maintain control over its own party and ward off the threat
of third parties. This compensated Republicans with patronage for aban-
doning the fusion coalition.

New York’s machine politicians also managed to survive the various
challenges confronting them because, as heirs to the party organizations
constructed during the late nineteenth century, they had an indepen-
dent political base. They might lose at the pinnacle of government, but
they had staying power in less visible institutions such as the city coun-
cil and the judiciary. This gave them leverage over everyday govern-
ment activities that could be used to give groups and individuals with an
immediate stake in city politics what they wanted. Machine politicians
could thus continually recreate a constituency for themselves.

Once reform forcefully reminded the regular Democratic party or-
ganizations of the dangers inherent in excluding the members of new
ethnic groups, ambitious lower middle class politicians from these
groups had a strong incentive to work through or to seize control of the
party’s district organizations. Being affiliated with the regular wing of
the city’s majority party was personally advantageous to such politi-
cians, providing lucrative legal fees and brokerage commissions, for
example. And it was politically advantageous, providing outside assis-
tance useful for defeating rival contenders for the political leadership of
their ethnic or racial group.

Firms doing business with or regulated by the city also had strong
reasons to cultivate good relations with New York’s regular party or-
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ganizations. Construction firms sought municipal contracts, and real
estate owners and developers wanted tax abatements, zoning variances,
building permits, and public facilities near their holdings. Building trade
unions and mortgage bankers had similar interests. Along with contrac-
tors, developers, and realtors, they were the largest contributors to the
city’s regular Democratic organizations.

Finally, even independent mayors found the regular party organiza-
tions useful. The great majority of New York's city councilmen and state
legislators were normally party regulars, and mayors often needed their
cooperation to govern the city.

The Machine/Reform Dialectic
and the Creation of New York’s Pluralist Regime

The late nineteenth and early twentieth century cyclical pattern of re-
form administrations followed by a return to power of the city’s regular
party organizations can be understood, then, as a process of serial bar-
gaining. Over time, machine politicians adjusted to the efforts of (1)
major downtown business interests wanting government to pursue
sound financial policies and construct crucial capital projects; (2) new
ethnic or racial groups seeking political recognition; and (3) middle class
professionals and the local allies of newly powerful national forces
reaching for greater influence in city government. Postreform adminis-
trations granted concessions to each of these groups. In return, how-
ever, these groups gave up demands that other powerful political forces
in the city would not tolerate. Thus, postreform regimes put the city’s
finances on a sound basis and constructed the projects that downtown
business interests favored. But in exchange, downtown interests toler-
ated the costs of some public money into the pockets of politicians.
Similarly, after each reform episode, ethnic groups that had been
courted by the fusionists were granted increased representation in im-
portant elective and appointive offices. In effect, however, they were
required to pay for this recognition by abandoning leaders whom estab-
lished interests regarded as too radical or too closely associated with
criminals. Finally, postreform mayors appointed middle class profes-
sionals to new positions in city government. As Theodore Lowi notes,
“this increase of upper-middle class . . . personnel is probably the most
important influence of the reform movement on the political system
because . . . the proportion of top political executives recruited from
these upper middle business and professional strata . . . never returns to
earlier levels.””* In the wake of reform episodes party regulars also came



148 THE INDUSTRIAL ERA

around to endorsing candidates, such as Al Smith and Robert Wagner,
Jr., committed to the newly powerful national political movements of
Progressivism and New Deal liberalism. In return, middle class activists
were expected to abandon their efforts to destroy the regular party or-
ganizations and to take over the entire municipal government.

In sum, postreform regimes in New York created new equilibriums
among the major contenders for power in the city. As changes in the
larger political and economic system led to the formation of new na-
tional coalitions, as new ethnic groups arrived in the city, and as the cost
of financing both the machine’s operation and the concessions it made
to other political forces generated fiscal strains, however, new chal-
lenges to the machine were launched. This explains how machine politi-
cians and regular party organizations remained central actors in New
York City politics even while the nature of governance and the structure
of political competition in the city were being transformed. The conces-
sions machine politicians made to various political actors and organiza-
tions contracted the domain of the patronage system and increased the
strength of these other interests. The aftermath of the La Guardia ad-
ministration produced the greatest such changes.

The Post-La Guardia Accommodations

By establishing a close relationship with organized labor and the city’s
Italian and Jewish subcommunities, Fiorello La Guardia in 1937 became
the first reform mayor in New York’s history to win reelection, and in
1941 became the first mayor of any stripe to win a third four-year term.
Tensions tore the La Guardia coalition apart in the mid-1940s, however,
and the mayor decided against running for a fourth term rather than
face a difficult campaign. La Guardia’s reelection prospects were also
bleak in 1945 because the Democrats had come to terms with many of
the political forces that had formerly united behind him.

For example, the Democrats made peace with Robert Moses in their
effort to regain control of City Hall. Moses, who was chairman of the
Long Island State Park Commission, planned an extensive and inte-
grated network of highways, bridges, and parks for the New York met-
ropolitan area in the late 1920s, but because Tammany neither controlled
nor needed Moses, New York City refused to construct the roads and
bridges within its boundaries outlined in the Moses plan. In 1933, how-
ever, Mayor La Guardia appointed Moses to positions in the city govern-
ment (parks commissioner and chairman of the Triborough Bridge Au-
thority) that enabled him to construct the projects Tammany had
blocked. These projects won Moses strong support among the city’s
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newspapers, business leaders, construction unions, and the general
public.3®

William O’'Dwyer, the Democratic mayoral candidate in 1945, sought
to win the support of these constituencies by pledging to reappoint
Moses to his present positions and to appoint him to some new ones—
most notably, the newly created post of city construction coordinator—
that would give him control of virtually all public works in New York
City. O’'Dwyer’s two Democraiic successors reappointed Moses to these
numerous positions, so that frc:a-1945 to 1960 he pretty much deter-
mined what public facilities would be constructed in New York and
where they would be located. In return, Moses channeled patronage
generated by his activities to business firms and individuals who had
ties to New York’s Democratic machine politicians. This arrangement
helped finance New York’s regular Democratic party organizations dur-
ing the postwar period. It also won Democratic mayors the support of
the newspapers, voters, and segments of the downtown business com-
munity that approved of Moses” development program.

New York’s post-World War II regime also sought to assure former
supporters of fusion that it was fiscally responsible. Municipal expendi-
ture increased steadily during the period from 1945 to 1960, but the
dominant bloc on the Board of Estimate kept the rate of increase low out
of sensitivity to the homeowners and the small businessmen who
formed the core of the Democratic machine’s constituency in the city’s
outer boroughs. In contrast to the Tammany administrations of the early
1930s, City Hall did not finance current expenditures with borrowed
funds; rather, it increased the city’s sales tax and abandoned the five-
cent subway fare that had been a central Tammany commitment for
almost fifty years. Finally, to demonstrate to the downtown business
community his determination to increase government efficiency, Mayor
O’Dwyer established the Mayor’s Committee on Management Survey. It
recommended changes in the organization and procedures of the city
government, key elements of which Mayor Wagner implemented.

The Democratic regulars also came to terms with the city’s elite civic
associations and charitable organizations. To a greater extent than their
machine-backed predecessors, Mayors O’'Dwyer, Impellitteri, and Wag-
ner appointed commissioners who enjoyed the confidence of these or-
ganizations to agencies within the realms of health, education, and wel-
fare.* These organizations were also accorded substantial influence over
the formulation of new policies in these domains. The tacit quid pro quo
was that they abandon the direct involvement in electoral politics that
had helped defeat Tammany in 1933.

New York’s postwar regime also accorded greater political influence
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than previous machine-backed administrations to Italians and Jews,
who had supported La Guardia strongly at the polls. The Democrats
regularly nominated an Italian and a Jew for citywide office beginning in
1945, and appointed increasing numbers of Italians and Jews to cabinet-
level positions in the municipal government. The linkages between the
city’s political system and its Italian and Jewish subcommunities also
changed.®

In the 1930s and 1940s, many Italian and Jewish Democratic machine
politicians in Manhattan (and, to a lesser extent, Brooklyn) had close ties
to the city’s criminal underworld. Tammany’s loss of municipal pa-
tronage during the La Guardia years, and its disinclination to mobilize a
substantial following in Italian and Jewish neighborhoods, fostered this
connection. Gangsters could provide politicians with whom they were
allied sufficient manpower and money to gain and retain control of
many Democratic district leaderships in Italian and Jewish neighbor-
hoods. Tammany’s ties to the underworld, however, enabled the ma-
chine’s opponents to discredit it in citywide elections. To overcome this
problem, Carmine De Sapio—who in 1949 became the first Italian-
American leader of Tammany—moved to replace such politicians with
Italian and Jewish district leaders who would not be such a liability to
the party.

The American Labor party (ALP) was an equally significant link be-
tween New York’s political system and its Jewish and Italian subcom-
munities in the 1930s and 1940s. The Democratic citywide ticket was
endorsed by the ALP in 1945; numerous Democratic city councilmen,
state legislators, and congressmen also ran on the ALP line; and in many
predominantly Jewish districts and some Italian ones (most notably,
Congressman Vito Marcantonio’s), the votes cast on the ALP line pro-
vided the margin of victory to the winning candidate. During the mid-
and late-1940s, however, the ALP fell increasingly under the influence
of the Communist party. As the Cold War intensified, the ties between
Democratic politicians and the ALP in Jewish and Italian neighborhoods
became increasingly embarrassing to the Democratic party citywide. To
deal with this problem, top Democratic public officials and party leaders
joined with the Republicans and the Liberal party (which was organized
in 1944 by the anti-Communist faction of the ALP) in a successful cam-
paign to destroy the American Labor party. Election laws were changed
to the disadvantage of the ALP, and in some districts (including Marcan-
tonio’s) the Democrats, Republicans, and Liberals nominated a common
candidate to run against the ALP candidate.

After the ALP was destroyed, the Democrats and Liberals entered



POLITICAL INCORPORATION AND CONTAINMENT 151

into a standing alliance. In return for the Democrats’ nominating candi-
dates and pursuing policies that the Liberals found acceptable (and dis-
tributing some patronage to its functionaries), the Liberals would en-
dorse the Democrats’ candidates, thereby assuring the support of tens
of thousands of Jewish voters for whom the Liberal imprimatur was
significant. Tammany leader Carmine De Sapio, Liberal party tactician
Alex Rose, and Robert F. Wagner, Jr., negotiated and renegotiated the
terms of this alliance, promoting Wagner’s political career in the pro-
cess. Through the De Sapio-Rose-Wagner troika, Italians and Jews
gained substantial influence in New York politics. The tacit price of their
inclusion was the simultaneous exclusion of those ethnic leaders whom
other major participants in the city’s politics found unacceptable by
virtue of their criminal ties or their radical ideology.

New York’s postwar regular Democratic party organizations also es-
tablished a modus vivendi with the Republican party. Democrats and
Republicans destroyed the ALP by changing the state’s election laws
and by jointly nominating candidates to run against the most prominent
ALP officials. The Republicans joined the Democrats to repeal propor-
tional representation (PR) in elections for the city council, partly because
it enabled the Communists to win two seats on the council, and partly
because PR greatly weakened party leaders’ control over their council
members. The Democrats compensated the GOP for the resulting loss of
representation by endorsing Republican candidates for other offices—
especially judgeships—and by channeling patronage to the regular Re-
publican organizations.

New York’s postwar regime also accommodated municipal employ-
ees. Prior to La Guardia’s election, the dominant organization of New
York City employees, the Civil Service Forum, was essentially an ad-
junct of the Democratic machine.*’ The La Guardia administration had
sought to weaken the machine by assisting competing municipal em-
ployee efforts to secure support from city employees, and tightening the
rules and procedures that protected the autonomy of the civil service.
They also extended the principle of “promotion from within” to ever
higher levels of the municipal bureaucracy.*!

Finally, the leaders of New York’s postwar regime made some over-
tures to blacks. During the 1940s and 1950s county Democratic organiza-
tions selected some blacks to serve as party district leaders, city council-
men, state legislators, judges, and, most visibly, borough president of
Manhattan. In the 1950s, the city council enacted a local law banning
racial discrimination in the sale or rental of housing, and a Commission
on Intergroup Relations was established to indicate the city’s commit-
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ment to the goal of racial harmony. One of the more rapidly growing city
agencies, the municipal hospital system, hired large numbers of blacks
as orderlies and maintenance personnel.*

However, blacks received less than their proportionate share of mu-
nicipal benefits as had been true of Italians and, to a lesser extent, Jews,
prior to the La Guardia era. Racial minorities also disproportionately
bore the burdens generated by municipal policies. For example, persons
evicted by Robert Moses’ construction projects were disproportionately
nonwhite.*> And the civil service recruitment procedures that municipal
employee organizations so staunchly defended awarded a dispropor-
tionately low share of good city jobs to blacks.

Blacks received less than their due because the members of ethnic
groups that had arrived—literally and figuratively—earlier in New York
had no desire to sacrifice the rewards of power for their sake. Black
officeholders and party politicians could not compel their white col-
leagues to make greater concessions, because black electoral turnout
was lower than for whites and because white politicians feared that
greater concessions to blacks might alienate white voters. To complete
the circle, black turnout rates were low in part because Democratic ma-
chine politicians hesitated to mobilize more blacks lest they be subject
to increased pressures for a more equitable distribution of municipal
benefits and therefore to greater dangers of alienating white voters.

White politicians’ circumspection toward racial minorities left blacks
open for mobilization by leaders lacking strong ties to the regular party
organizations.* The most prominent such politician in the 1940s and
1950s was Adam Clayton Powell. As chief spokesman for New York’s
black community, he played a role similar to the one that Fiorello La
Guardia had played for Italian-American New Yorkers in the 1920s and
early 1930s. The continuing failure of New York’s postwar regime to pay
greater attention to black concerns also left racial minorities open to
protest leaders who mobilized their followers outside electoral channels.
This ultimately contributed to the overthrow of New York’s postwar
regime.

The Structure of the Pluralist Regime

The concessions that Democratic politicians made to regain and retain
control of City Hall after Mayor La Guardia profoundly influenced the
structure of political access in the city. Prior to La Guardia’s mayoralty,
the machine was the major, albeit not the only, institution that “ar-
ticulated”” and ““aggregated” disparate interests in New York City. To be
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sure, interest groups had participated in the city’s politics prior to 1933,
but during and after the La Guardia era a larger number of social forces
became independently organized. These groups gained access to the
municipal government through a variety of political channels or govern-
mental institutions, and the machine’s top leaders were no longer cen-
tral to hammering out the accommodations among them. For these rea-
sons, New York’s political system during this period can quite aptly be
termed pluralist.

The Liberal party exemplifies the first point. Prior to La Guardia,
liberals in New York enjoyed access primarily through Al Smith and his
kitchen cabinet. After a faction hostile to Smith gained control of Tam-
many in 1929, liberals consequently had no direct means of influencing
the municipal government. In the post-La Guardia period, by contrast,
the Liberal party institutionalized the Jewish-social democratic-trade
union strain in New York’s political culture. If the Democrats nominated
a candidate the Liberals found unacceptable, they could threaten to
defeat (or at least to endanger) the Democratic nominee by fielding their
own candidate. This prospect, in turn, induced Democratic leaders to
negotiate with Liberal leaders to find candidates the minor party was
prepared to support. In other words, by organizing an independent
party, liberals gained considerable tactical flexibility and an institution-
alized means of influencing the city government.*

As for access points, there were a number of institutions through
which social forces influenced municipal affairs in postwar New York,
but the mayoralty and a nexus between the Board of Estimate and the
city’s Budget Bureau were particularly important.* The mayor was the
municipal official most inclined to pick up proposals from civic associa-
tions, newspapers, or liberal political forces that wanted the city to enact
new policies, to increase expenditures on existing programs, or to reor-
ganize various municipal agencies. By contrast, the dominant bloc on
the Board of Estimate was composed of officials—the city comptroller
and the five borough presidents—who owed their nomination and elec-
tion almost entirely to the city’s regular Democratic organizations. These
officials were especially responsive to the concerns of the homeowners
and small businessmen who were the core constituency of those party
organizations. This led the Board to resist proposals to increase expendi-
tures on municipal programs by large amounts, or to enact new pro-
grams that might prove very costly. The Board of Estimate was also
sympathetic when municipal employee organizations complained that a
policy proposal would disrupt current bureaucratic routines or threaten
promotion opportunities.
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Finally, the mayor, the Board of Estimate, the Moses empire, and
many agencies in the executive branch of the municipal government all
enjoyed a substantial measure of political independence. No one of
them totally controlled any of the others, and they were not subject to
the control of a common master. The interests articulated through these
different institutions were thus not aggregated through a centralized
process presided over by a party boss, but rather through a process of
pulling and hauling among these separate institutions.

During the postwar period, new policy proposals were characteris-
tically initiated by the city’s civic associations—organizations such as the
Citizens Committee for Children, the Citizens Housing and Planning
Council, and the Community Council. These proposals would be picked
up by the mayor, but when presented to the Board of Estimate for
enactment or funding, they were commonly watered down, so as not to
violate vested bureaucratic interests or to alienate the city’s taxpayers.
The results were at once acceptable and frustrating to the city’s major
interests. The mere enactment of policy proposals in whatever form
permitted civic association executives to report to their members that
their organization was influential, and it enabled the mayor to establish
a record with the city’s liberal community. At the same time, the scaling
down of policy proposals—often to the point of evisceration—by the
Board of Estimate enabled taxpayers to avoid having to bear substantial
new burdens and bureaucrats to avoid disruption of their established
work routines.

Although they enjoyed access to the city government, these interests
were not fully satisfied with municipal policies. Civic leaders and mem-
bers of the liberal community almost certainly preferred half a loaf to
nothing, but they obviously would have preferred making fewer conces-
sions to their political opponents. The city’s taxpayers did not face
monumental tax increases each year, but they did face creeping budget-
ary inflation. City employees did not face major threats to the integrity
of established procedures governing the recruitment, supervision, and
promotion of civil servants, but the Board of Estimate’s efforts to moder-
ate the pace of budgetary inflation kept their salaries low.

Because these interests were independently organized, they could
express their dissatisfaction through independent action in the city’s
electoral arena. When they did so in 1961, they upset the delicate struc-
ture of accommodations upon which New York’s postwar regime had
rested. And when some of these groups joined forces in the mid-1960s
with the racial minorities that had occupied a subordinate position in
New York’s postwar pluralist regime, that regime was overthrown.
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Governing Regimes and the Political
Economy of Development
in New York City, 1946—1984

Norman 1. Fainstein /| Susan S. Fainstein

At the end of World War II, New York City was a predominantly white
industrial city.* Forty years later, almost half of all New Yorkers are
either black or Hispanic and the local economy is largely service-based
(Tables 7.1 and 7.2). Such massive demographic and economic alteration
has inevitably triggered struggles over territory and the direction of
development policy within a changing political arena. This essay ana-
lyzes the case of New York in light of a more general periodization of the
politics of development in American cities during the postwar period.

Periodization of the Politics of Urban Development

Long-term tendencies and short-term policy initiatives must be distin-
guished in analyzing the politics of urban development. The overall
tendency of local politics to favor certain interests plays out against a
counterpoint of changing political regimes that respond to electoral
shifts and sudden crises. National currents or local pressures may in-
duce regimes to make significant concessions to lower income groups.
In turn, these relatively progressive regimes typically lose office or are
compelled by new political realities to become more conservative. By

*An earlier version of this chapter was published in the City Almanac 17 (April 1984). We
wish to acknowledge the very helpful comments of Peter Marcuse and the able research
assistance of Annemarie Uebbing.
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recognizing that local regimes can change rather quickly, we can analyze
abrupt transformations in urban programs and politics, yet accept the
broader context of constraints imposed by the drive for capital accumu-
lation and the interests of property owners.

Since World War II, we detect a succession of three types of local
regimes and three stages in the politics of urban development that are
fairly uniform across American cities.! From the late 1940s until 1965,
local regimes planned and implemented large-scale development proj-
ects. These “directive regimes,” as we call them, operated with little
effective opposition. They were succeeded by “concessionary regimes,”
which urban unrest and federal policy forced to be more responsive to
lower class interests than before or afterward. The third period, dating
from 1975 to at least 1984, was marked by the resumption of business
influence and the muting of popular demands. Its “conserving regimes”
tried to preserve social control at minimal cost without wholly jettison-
ing the policies and institutions devised in the previous period.

We assume that a common location in the American national politi-
cal economy explains the similarity across cities in the pattern of political
development. Therefore, while such factors as the rise of militant minor-
ity groups or the power of corporate leaders within the city determine
local politics, we view these forces as at least partially exogenously gen-
erated. Likewise, local policy shifts can be traced to national sources;
indeed, major pieces of federal legislation tend to demarcate typical
periods for many cities. While the New York case is generally consistent
with this periodization, the essay concludes by analyzing two unusual
traits: New York’s unique business stratum and its atypically liberal
politics.

Elite-Dominated Development in New York:
The Directive Period (1946-1966)

The stage for the directive period in New York was set well before the
inception of the federal urban renewal program in 1949. During the
Great Depression, the La Guardia administration sponsored slum clear-
ance, public housing, and major public works. By 1940, the nascent City
Planning Commission had laid out ambitious plans for rebuilding resi-
dential neighborhoods and the city’s transportation infrastructure. After
the war, New York started urban renewal programs and highway pro-
grams years ahead of other big cities.

Two early postwar projects, Stuyvesant Town and the United Na-
tions, were mounted without federal involvement and set the pattern
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followed throughout the directive period. In the former, under the lead-
ership of Robert Moses, the city condemned eighteen blocks of tene-
ments housing 12,000 people, then resold the buildings and land to the
Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, which was given complete con-
trol of site planning and tenant selection.? In the UN project, Moses
worked with the Rockefeller family and developer William Zeckendorf
to attract the UN to the old East Side slaughterhouse district.> Contribu-
tions from the Rockefellers and the city permitted purchase of Zecken-
dorf’s options on the property. This combination of actions, later termed
a “public-private partnership,” laid the groundwork for the develop-
ment of east midtown as a center of commercial and upper-income
residential development.

For a decade after the inception of the federal urban renewal program
(Title T of the 1949 Housing Act), Moses coordinated the actors and put
together the financial packages enabling redevelopment of cleared
land.* Moses had lobbied vigorously for the program and worked
closely with Senator Taft in formulating the 1949 act. He was ready to
move the day President Harry Truman signed the bill. He pushed legis-
lation through Albany to establish the Committee on Slum Clearance
Projects (CSC) as the city’s official urban renewal agency with himself as
the head. He made sure that the CSC did not become an autonomous
professional bureaucracy by headquartering it in the offices of the
Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority (TBTA), which he controlled.

Through this administrative mechanism, Moses implemented the
“New York method” he had developed with Stuyvesant Town.’> He
privatized urban renewal by giving developers immediate title to oc-
cupied parcels of land and then allowing them to clear sites, relocate
occupants, arrange financing, and erect new structures. He guaranteed
them a 10 percent return on the preclearance assessed value of the
property. This system allowed Moses to line up sites and prospective
developers quickly, thereby getting earlier commitments of federal
money. As it showed in Title I results, New York became the U.S. Urban
Renewal Administration’s favorite funding recipient.

The CSC’s urban renewal projects reflected the “New York
method’s” emphasis on market and political rationality. Three-quarters
of the projects were located in Manhattan (see Table 7.3), because it was
here that powerful institutions and private investors wanted to reshape
an already built-up territory to realize its potential for other uses. Expan-
sion-minded universities sponsored Title I projects: New York Univer-
sity (NYU) in Washington Square, NYU Medical School in Kips Bay,
Fordham University in Lincoln Square, and Pratt Institute in one of
three Brooklyn projects. In Morningside Heights, a David Rockefeller-



Table 7.3 Urban Renewal Projects and Programs, 1949-1974

Planned Orig.

Reuse: Pop. Fed.
Percent  Percent  Expnd.
of Area Non- (thous.

Borough  Resid.*  White® dol.y

Committee on Slum
Clearance Projects
(1949-1959)

Fort Greene Bk 48 62 5,990
Corlears Hook Mn 84 24 3,39
Morningside Mn 93 65 2,793
Columbus Circle Mn 49 54 6,019
North Harlem Mn 72 100 4,658
Pratt Institute Bk 80 36 5,181
West Park (Manhattantown) Mn 75 52 8,863
Washington Square S.E. Mn 66 00 14,111
Seward Park Mn 41 09 5,316
Kips Bay (NYU-Bellevue) Mn 75 01 4,275
Lincoln Square Mn 38 07 30,899
Seaside-Rockaway Qu 60 00 2,379
Hammels-Rockaway Qu 61 67 5,668
Penn Station S. Mn 51 03 17,946
Park Row Mn 29 08 2,634
Cadman Plaza Mn 25 08 3,960
Park Row Extension Mn 5 08 2,634
Lindsay Park Bk 46 46 8,100
SUBTOTAL 137,657
West Side (1958) Mn 99 NA 37,538
Washington St. (1960) Mn 00 00 15,219
Other Projects (1960-1966) 129,355
Community Renewal Program (1960-1973) 7,744
Code Enforcement Programs (1967-1974) 13,400
Neighborhood Development Program (1968-1974) 207,166
TOTAL 548,079

Sources: Derived from J. Anthony Panuch, Mayor’s Independent Survey on Housing and Urban
Renewal, Building a Better New York, Final Report to Mayor Robert F. Wagner, March 1, 1960;
U.S. Housing and Home Finance Agency, Urban Renewal Project Characteristics, June 30,
1962; and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Urban Renewal Directory,
June 30, 1974.

“Indicates residential functions are predominant use. Acres planned for residential use
divided by total acres.

*These data are at best suggestive. They are based on families, not individuals, who were
officially counted as requiring relocation assistance. While the actual numbers of families
counted is ridiculously low, the racial composition is probably more accurate. It is this
percentage that we calculate.

‘Dollar amounts authorized and reserved. Actual expenditures are virtually identical ex-
cept for programs that were not completed by 1975, when CDBG replaced these categoricals.
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backed organization joined Columbia University in financing middle
income housing to buffer the Heights campus from Harlem. Other spon-
sors included TBTA itself, which built the Coliseum in Columbus Circle,
and Lincoln Center, Inc., another Rockefeller enterprise, which an-
chored the adjacent Lincoln Square Project. The labor-sponsored United
Housing Foundation (UHF) built many middle income units at Penn
Station South and other sites. Private developers, often with Tammany
connections, were involved with Park West, Washington Square, Kips
Bay, and Lincoln Square. When a number of these ventures failed
financially (after long years during which the developers profited from
tenement ownership), William Zeckendorf took over the projects.

During the period when he directed the city’s slum clearance pro-
gram, Robert Moses also controlled the Housing Authority. He refused
to build public housing in sparsely developed peripheral areas, feeling
that new low income housing should be contained in the old working
class neighborhoods.® Moreover, Moses saw slum clearance as the only
justification for Title I. He considered redevelopment of mainly com-
mercial areas to be socialistic, but if government used its powers to
raze a slum, then intervention was appropriate. In Moses’ hands, the
Slum Clearance Committee and the New York City Housing Authority
(NYCHA) were both redevelopment agencies. Each cleared slums. The
difference lay only in reuse: the Slum Clearance Committee encouraged
development of middle income, publicly subsidized housing and market
rate upper class housing; and the NYCHA, acting in neighborhoods that
private investors would not enter, built new public housing afterward.
In the process of erecting about 135,000 new housing units through
1965,” the Authority eliminated a similar number of existing units.
Moses thus used housing to redevelop large areas of the city, thereby
upgrading the lower income housing stock, although he did not expand
the supply of lower income housing. Whatever the criticisms of public
housing’s aesthetic and social deficiencies, lower income families per-
ceived it as an improvement. From the 1930s on, the waiting list for
Housing Authority units always exceeded 100,000 people.®

Highways and Transportation

Closely tied to urban renewal was the vision of a modern transportation
system linking the city with the region. Two powerful actors, TBTA and
the Port Authority (PA), defined and implemented such a system for the
metropolitan area. For years, the bitter rivalry between the authorities
for revenue sources had been reflected in a personal antagonism be-
tween Robert Moses and Austin Tobin, the long-lived executive director
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of the PA.° The two agencies could agree only on their commitment to
the automobile and their desire to protect their surpluses and large
borrowing capacities—together, about $1.2 billion in 1953—from being
diverted to mass transit subsidies.'® During the 1950s, however, a rap-
prochement served the interests of both organizations and permitted the
implementation of a master highway plan.

The TBTA-PA Joint Arterial Facilities program, announced in 1955,
resulted in the construction of the Throgs Neck, George Washington
lower deck, and Verrazano Narrows bridges and dozens of miles of
expressways during the next ten years at the cost of perhaps $1.7 billion,
$500 million of which was financed by the city.!’ Moses and Tobin
agreed that the PA would defer its plan to build a bridge across the
Hudson at 125th Street and would instead finance the construction of
the Narrows Bridge, which would be entirely controlled by the TBTA,
first through a leasehold and eventually through ownership. Moses was
thus able to build the bridge without having to divert funds from his
Throgs Neck project. Tobin got the road links that would turn around
the PA’s money-losing crossings from Staten Island into New Jersey.'?

Of all the projects, the Verrazano Narrows Bridge probably had the
biggest impact on the city. Its Brooklyn access highways displaced
thousands of people. Bay Ridge residents and Brooklyn’s elected offi-
cials vehemently opposed the bridge.'® But Moses overcame the oppo-
sition by threatening to resign as construction coordinator and to kill the
entire arterial plan if the mayor and the Board of Estimate would not
agree. Moses was backed by a constellation of construction industry
interests that saw huge payoffs in the bridge, its supporting highways,
and the opening of Staten Island to real estate development. The Board
finally gave the go-ahead in 1958. The bridge cost more than $300 mil-
lion; with its completion in 1964, the value of undeveloped land in
Staten Island increased thirteenfold from its 1959 level.'*

In retrospect, the Joint Program appears to have sought an efficient
interconnection of the authorities’ present and proposed toll-producing
facilities. Autos and trucks would be able to circulate around and
through the region without being bottled up in Manhattan. With no
plans for strengthened mass transit facilities, the Joint Program assumed
commuters would increasingly drive into Manhattan. They would be
provided with new means of access: Manhattan was to be trisected by
elevated highways at 125th Street, 30th Street, and Grand Street. In
effect, the TBTA-PA envisioned the core as a network of superhigh-
ways, interchanges, and parking garages (a common idea of planners in
the 1950s for redeveloping downtowns). Community and liberal opposi-
tion in the 1960s to key elements of this highway plan—along with the
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razing in 1956 of the Third Avenue el—permitted the development of
the city’s central business district (CBD) along rather different, but still
highly profitable, lines.

Moses’ Downfall

Urban renewal and highway building displaced at least half a million
New Yorkers from their homes between 1945 and 1960.?> Unlike Europe,
New York took on an increasingly bombed-out aspect as the war re-
ceded into the past. Development politics in the city was pluralistic only
in that it had many powerful players, certainly not in the sense that
ordinary communities or working class and minority groups influenced
the process. Looking back from 1960, Sayre and Kaufman could hardly
have been more mistaken when they claimed: “No part of the city’s
large and varied population is alienated from participation in the sys-
tem. All diverse elements in the city, in competition with each other, can
and do partake of the stakes of politics; if none gets all it wants, neither
is any excluded. Consequently, no group is helpless to defend itself,
powerless to prevent others from riding roughshod over it, or unable to
assert its claim and protect its rights.””*®

Even the plurality of elites was largely illusory. Actors and institu-
tions were locked in just a few circuits of power and money. At the
center stood Robert Moses, the power broker. Thus William Zeckendorf,
the nation’s biggest Title I developer, noted that whereas most cities
required a strong mayor or a cohesive business elite to overcome com-
munity mobilization against urban renewal, New York only ““had Bob
Moses [who] all by himself [was] worth two-dozen blue-ribbon citizens’
commissions.””

From 1945 through the 1950s, a material, closed, and corrupt politics
interlocked the formal electoral system with centers of development
power. Two influential journalists lamented in a special issue of The
Nation entitled “The Shame of New York™:

In today’s New York, . . . power speaks only to power, and no further.
The power is of many kinds and degrees, but its varying forms have one
thing in common. It is derived from the top, not the bottom. The men who
control the $2 billion-a-year city government deal only with their coun-
terparts—with the men who wield millions in private finance, with the
men whose fortunes control all the large media of public opinion. The rule
by power has rendered sterile and useless one of the key figures of old-line
city politics, the district leader. Even in the worst days of Tammany Hall
. . . the political machine had liaison with its people through the district
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leader. The machine might be totally corrupt, but it had its finger on the
pulse of block and ward. . . . Today, this essential chain has been broken,
this vital communication has been lost.®

In fact, the “essential chain” of party organization had broken long
before. After the war, city politics shifted to the right with the breakup
of the American Labor Party and La Guardia’s progressive coalition.
Concurrently huge public and private resources for development were
marshaled by Moses and the other elites with whom he worked. Work-
ing class residents resisted the urban renewal and highway projects
displacing them. But only an attack from the liberal intelligentsia and the
press, along with several public scandals, eventually forced Mayor Wag-
ner to redirect the city’s efforts and to dismiss Moses.

Investigative journalists disclosed that Moses sold land to politically
connected developers at unjustifiably low prices, then subsidized them
while they allowed their tenements to decay. Legitimate developers
were frequently excluded from the secret allocation process. When those
who were chosen could not implement projects, the CSC bought out
their original investment without penalties (in flagrant violation of fed-
eral regulations). Moses defended himself with his usual vigor. But his
power was seriously reduced when, in 1958, the administration by-
passed the CSC and gave control over the big West Side urban renewal
project to a new entity, the Urban Renewal Board. In 1960, Moses re-
signed his TBTA post (apparently in exchange for running the 1964
World’s Fair), and Wagner abolished the CSC.

Moses frequently proclaimed his opposition to planning, yet the
phase of postwar urban redevelopment that he dominated revealed a
consistent pattern of operations:

a. Sites were always cleared in their entirety. Although the 1954
Housing Act permitted rehabilitation, Moses did not believe that
approach was economically feasible.

b. Areas selected for redevelopment were residential, mainly work-
ing class, but with potential for private investment. While some
were in poor condition, they certainly did not comprise the worst
slums in the city.?

c. Reuse was mainly residential. In contrast, Friedland found that
during this period only 19 percent of renewed land in larger cities
(population more than 150,000) was devoted to residential reuse.?
As Table 7.3 shows, the New York figure exceeded 25 percent in
every instance, and frequently was much higher.
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d. Territorial redistribution was regressive. New housing in Title I
areas was mainly occupied by middle and upper income, predomi-
nantly white populations. As of 1960, apartments on cleared land
had rental levels about 2.5 times those of the original units.?! This
was the typical national pattern. Moses noted correctly that “Title I
was never designed to produce housing for people of low income
. . . [it] aimed solely at the elimination of slums and substandard
areas.”*

e. Lower income households were displaced in large numbers. Ac-
cording to Davies, 15,000 people were removed to make way for
Park West Village (97th to 100th streets and Columbus Avenue).?
Spillover effects undoubtedly contributed to the deterioration of
other areas. Blacks displaced from various Manhattan sites were
forced by a racist housing market into instant ghettos. Some po-
tential new ghetto areas (for example, Morningside Heights, and
Penn Station) were eliminated in the process. Overall, the effect
was to increase racial segregation.

f. Several projects contributed to the class and economic restructur-
ing of Manhattan. Columbus Circle, Lincoln Square, and Kips Bay
effectively removed large tracts of working class housing and
facilitated commercial and institutional development.

Nevertheless, development politics in New York was more liberal
than elsewhere. Public housing and rent control received strong political
support throughout the directive period. Moreover, during Robert Wag-
ner’s second term (1958-1961), minority groups, Democratic party re-
formers, and critics of urban renewal united against Moses and his
practices. By 1960, the redevelopment approaches characteristic of the
directive years were coming to a halt in New York, even as they con-
tinued unabated in other big cities. But New York had started the period
earlier. After fifteen years, it bore the enormous impact, for better or for
worse, of the biggest urban renewal, housing, and highway programs in
the country.

After Moses

The second phase of urban renewal reflected a different philosophy.
Urban renewal could no longer involve massive clearance. Instead, it
would facilitate neighborhood preservation and rehabilitation. Projects
would be redistributed citywide to areas of greatest need. In addition,
small-scale efforts would be launched in many neighborhoods through a
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Community Renewal program. Finally, there would be better mecha-
nisms for both central planning and neighborhood representation.?

The West Side urban renewal project, in many ways the city’s most
ambitious undertaking during the directive period, illustrates changing
attitudes toward redevelopment of residential neighborhoods. The proj-
ect covered a socially heterogeneous twenty-square-block area from
Eighty-seventh to Ninety-seventh streets. The Urban Renewal Board
(URB), under the direction of James Felt, chairman of the City Planning
Commission, published a preliminary plan in 1959 that reflected its
“progressive’”’ approach to urban renewal. The plan called for re-
habilitating the area’s architecturally distinguished brownstones,
widening Columbus and Amsterdam avenues, phased public relocation
of 4,300 families and 1,500 individuals, and construction of 7,800 new
housing units—b5 percent of them low income, 30 percent middle in-
come, and 65 percent upper income.” The URB also helped establish a
citizen participation organization and expected the community to sup-
port its activities.

Despite avoiding large-scale clearance, the West Side plan provoked
stronger and more negative community reaction than any of the CSC
projects. The citizen participation process got out of the URB’s control
with the formation of the Strycker’s Bay Neighborhood Council, which
strongly criticized the project. Puerto Ricans organized a citizens” hous-
ing committee. The National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP) became actively involved, as did the FDR-
Woodrow Wilson Reform Democratic Club. Each actor had its own
constituency and objectives. But all agreed that the plan provided too
little lower income housing and involved too much displacement. The
result was continuous conflict.

By 1962, the city was forced to make substantial concessions to com-
munity demands. Mayor Wagner had just been reelected on a reform
ticket. Minority group political activity had been aroused. The city
finally agreed to triple the number of low and middle income units in the
West Side Project. Implementation began during 1963, in the first of
three stages, so as to minimize displacement. As Wagner left office in
1965, however, little had been built on the West Side and new conflicts
erupted, now played out along racial and class lines between those who
wanted more low income housing and those who wanted an “inte-
grated” balance.

Meanwhile, as public housing occupancy became increasingly non-
white, the earlier brisk rate of construction declined precipitously. Until
as late as 1950, public housing in New York had been mainly a white



POLITICAL ECONOMY OF DEVELOPMENT IN NEW YORK CITY, 1946-1984 173

program with some racial integration, an outcome in part of the close
connection between housing construction and slum clearance. The old-
est and worst slums were in Lower Manhattan, and that was where
public housing was first constructed. These areas were remote from
black ghettos, having retained their white populations as a result of the
acute postwar housing shortage. But during the 1950s, fast growth of
the minority population, increased white prosperity, and government
placement of welfare families in the projects changed the racial composi-
tion of tenants. Thus the projects, which had been about 88 percent
white in 1945,%° became racially mixed in the early 1950s,%” and mostly
black and Hispanic by the mid-1960s.?®

Consequently, public housing lost much of its earlier popular sup-
port. Whites equated public housing construction with minority group
penetration of their neighborhoods, and were increasingly effective in
vetoing locations in part because of the new mechanisms for citizen
participation. Smaller projects also meant more sites, multiplying the
opportunities for veto. After 1954, no public housing bond referendum
won a majority upstate, and the margin of positive city votes dropped so
sharply in successive referenda in 1964 and 1965 that they were defeated
statewide.?” Combined with the changed local political situation—and
the arrival of Richard Nixon a few years later—the elimination of the
state program brought new public housing to a virtual halt in the city.
Only 41,000 units were constructed during the 1960s, 27,000 of which
went up during the Wagner administration.*

The decline of the public housing program meant an increased re-
liance throughout the city on projects aimed at moderate and middle
income households. After 1960, construction of publicly subsidized,
privately developed housing accelerated (see Table 7.4). An extremely
active and competent sponsor, the United Housing Foundation (UHF),
played a major role. UHF was established in 1951 by a consortium of
trade unions to build publicly subsidized housing for moderate income
families. Through the 1950s and 1960s, the UHF accounted for half of all
publicly subsidized construction. Many UHF projects were on land
cleared by Title I (though two of the biggest, the 5,900-unit Rochedale
Village in Queens and the 15,372-unit Co-op City, were not). Other for-
profit developers were able to use hundreds of acres of land previously
cleared by Moses’ slum clearance efforts for middle income projects.

Simultaneously, improved state finances provided larger subsidies.
The 1955 Mitchell-Lama program greatly increased public support for
moderate income housing; but state bond issues to finance the projects
were not approved until 1958, and then at inadequate levels.*! As a
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Table 7.4 New Dwelling Units Completed, 1921-1983 (in thousands)

Publicly
Total Public® Assisted® Private

1921-1930 762 00 01 761
1931-1940 207 10 05 192
1941-1950 166 26 12 128
1951-1960 323 72 17 234
1961-1970 348 41 75, 232
1971-1980 166 111 49

1981-1983 25 NA NA

Sources: Elizabeth Roistacher and Emanuel Tobier, “Housing Policy,” in Setting Municipal
Priorities, 1981, ed. Charles Brecher and Raymond Horton (Montclair, N.J.: Allenheld,
Osmun, 1980), Table 6.1; George Sternlieb and David Listokin, “Housing,” in Setting
Municipal Priorities, 1986, ed. Charles Brecher and Raymond Horton (New York: New York
University Press, 1985), Table 12.4; New York City Housing Authority, Project Data,
January 1, 1982, 43; and New York City Housing Authority, Research and Statistics Divi-
sion, ““Special Tabulation of Tenant Characteristics,” January 1, 1983, 1.

“Units built or operated by the New York City Housing Authority. As of 1982, there were
about 169,000 public units in 247 projects housing a population of about 491,000. The racial
breakdown of occupants was about 10 percent white, 58 percent black, 28 percent Puerto
Rican, and 4 percent “‘other.”

bUnits insured, subsidized, and in other ways aided by the municipal, state, or local
government.

result, only 11,002 Mitchell-Lama units were under way when Governor
Nelson Rockefeller greatly invigorated the program in 1960. That year,
he established the Housing Finance Agency (HFA) and instituted moral-
obligation revenue bonds, which do not require public approval since
they are not backed by the full faith and credit of the state. By 1965, HFA
had borrowed almost $1 billion, most of which went to Mitchell-Lama
housing in New York City,* significantly expanding publicly subsidized
housing. More than 75,000 units were constructed in New York City
after 1960.

In summary, the alliance of a strong labor movement with liberal
social reformers produced large-scale production of subsidized housing
during the directive period, mainly in desirable parts of Manhattan. This
coalition achieved state legislation for subsidized housing and created
the UHF as a vehicle to sponsor it. Thus, while working class neighbor-
hoods were unable to block centrally determined decisions for Title I
clearance, through labor union influence they could press for new units
that would shelter middle income households.
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Redevelopment of Lower Manhattan

Although the redevelopment of Lower Manhattan began during the
earlier phase of urban renewal, it was largely consummated after Robert
Moses left the scene. The Rockefellers, from the mid-1950s on, were
dominant figures. They pursued a fourfold strategy: intervening directly
in the financial district real estate market; sponsoring a growth-oriented
coalition through a business planning group; mobilizing the Port Au-
thority’s investment capacity; and encouraging the city to undertake
supportive projects.

Lower Manhattan went into decline after World War II. Since the area
was primarily nonresidential, its problems, from the perspective of the
businesses located there, did not stem from lower class occupancy or
potential minority influx. Rather, they resulted from antiquated struc-
tures that could not easily support modern business functions. More
than 80 percent of its office space had been constructed prior to 1920,
and no new buildings had gone up since the war.*® Neighborhoods to
the north and west were filled with manufacturing lots and wholesale
food markets, whose occupants were either going out of business or
seeking more suitable quarters elsewhere. Unless action were taken, the
postwar movement of banks, insurance companies, and law firms to
midtown would accelerate, with the eventual total decay of the Wall
Street area.®*

Although there was no shortage of development capital, each poten-
tial investor viewed the area as risky. David Rockefeller and his Chase
Bank promoted concerted action. Chase announced construction of its
own new headquarters building and helped finance several other struc-
tures. William Zeckendorf arranged for five large banks to move into
new quarters in a game of musical chairs which he termed his Wall
Street Maneuver. Within a decade of Chase’s decision, private capital
had erected thirty buildings and added more than 11 million square feet
downtown.®

While Zeckendorf maneuvered real estate, David Rockefeller helped
unite and define business interests. After experimenting with a subcom-
mittee of the New York State Chamber of Commerce, he established in
1957 his more narrowly focused Downtown-Lower Manhattan Associa-
tion (DLMA). Its objective, according to Rockefeller’s aide Warren Lind-
quist, was to assure that downtown continued to be “the heart pump of
the capital blood that sustains the free world.”*® He claimed DLMA
sought to sustain a physical environment that would permit downtown
business institutions ““to enjoy their share of the expanding commerce of
the city—excuse me—of the country and of the world.”%”
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DLMA commissioned studies that culminated in a plan for Lower
Manhattan and proposals for government action. DLMA wanted urban
renewal of the commercial slums along the East River, relocation of the
West Side markets, widening of streets, construction of the proposed
Lower Manhattan Expressway to act as a barrier to the incursion of
manufacturing uses from the north, development of a Second Avenue
subway, and, most important, the creation of a world trade center under
the auspices of the Port Authority.?

The city began a series of projects around 1960 to implement the
elements of the DLMA master plan. A wholesale food market was built
at Hunts Point in the Bronx to house firms previously located in Lower
Manhattan.?® The Washington Street urban renewal project condemned
the old markets and compensated their owners with federal funds.*’ The
Housing and Redevelopment Board refashioned previous plans for
waterfront housing south of the Brooklyn Bridge. After a series of alter-
ations, the board eventually permitted private capital to redevelop part
of the area, while it established additional urban renewal projects which
culminated, over the ensuing decade, in the Civic Center, Pace Univer-
sity, and Beekman Hospital. Under Governor Nelson Rockefeller’s guid-
ance, the Port Authority reshaped and expanded DLMA'’s proposal for a
trade center; by the time the facility opened in the early 1970s it had cost
more than $1 billion.*!

The Wagner regime also supported construction of the Lower
Manhattan Expressway, which the Board of Estimate approved in
1962.%2 But the project provoked tremendous political opposition. Resi-
dents of Little Italy protested vehemently and were backed by the regu-
lar Democrats representing the area. Reform Democrats joined forces,
and Wagner was forced to pull back. Other city capital projects for
Lower Manhattan moved ahead, but the expressway was never built.

The forces against the highway typified the new, more effective
community response to redevelopment programs after 1960. By the
end of Wagner’s administration in 1965, residential renewal was po-
litically much more difficult. Thus, neighborhood residents defeated
two proposed projects. In the East Village, the Cooper Square De-
velopment Committee, with help from professional planners, suc-
cessfully prevented redevelopment.*® In the West Village, Jane Jacobs
led a group that stopped urban renewal of the mixed industrial area
near the Hudson River. Her West Village Committee brought together
historic preservationists, reform Democrats, and residents who
feared that the proposed middle income housing might bring blacks
into the neighborhood.*
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The Concessionary Period (1966-1974):
Conflict and Response

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, ethnic strife and conflict be-
tween urban bureaucracies and their clients permeated development
politics in New York City. As racial consciousness peaked, black
and Hispanic community groups fought to control the administra-
tion of schools, hospitals, housing projects, and poverty programs.
They used the tactics of sit-ins, marches, boycotts, rent strikes, and
inflammatory rhetoric, as well as the more mundane devices of peti-
tions and lobbying. Black protest groups began organizing commu-
nities and using neighborhood issues as a basis for attracting members.
Interestingly, earlier reforms of the program turned the focus of
radical activism away from urban renewal, whereas in many other
cities it was a principal area of conflict. The most important devel-
opment controversy was not over displacement of low income inhab-
itants but the effort to build public housing in white, middle class
Forest Hills.** Here white neighborhood groups mobilized to oppose
the project.

John V. Lindsay’s 1966 victory as mayor inaugurated a political al-
liance between part of the business elite and restive minority groups.
Minority group pressure had become increasingly intense during Wag-
ner’s last term. Lindsay wished to transcend the broker role of his prede-
cessor. He was among the group of mayors who represented ‘‘the new
convergence of power” in American cities.** No longer caretakers of
routine municipal functions, these glamorous chief executives sought to
modernize city government through emulating private sector manage-
ment techniques, attracting private development capital and upper mid-
dle class residents to the central city, and increasing the urban poor’s
share in the affluent society. Perhaps more than most other mayors,
Lindsay stressed this third objective.?’

By vastly expanding the scope of government, Lindsay incorporated
new constituencies into the governmental process.*® He was therefore
widely credited with averting the civil disorders that ravaged other
cities.*” At the same time, his initiatives were also blamed for sub-
sequent fiscal crisis and political backlash. The mayor’s symbolic
identification with the plight of low income minorities gave the popular
impression that resources were pouring into the hands of the undeserv-
ing poor at the direct expense of the hard-working middle class. This
perception eventually created the climate for the quite different coalition
developed by Edward Koch.
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Development Efforts

Although social welfare and capital expenditures expanded in poor
neighborhoods during Lindsay’s mayoralty, money also continued to
flow into expensive economic development projects. Thus, while avoid-
ing bulldozer renewal, the Lindsay administration did sponsor devel-
opment for the benefit of relatively well-off sectors.

Robert Moses’ departure in 1960 meant that, by mid-decade, New
York lacked a unified program under a powerful renewal ““czar.”*° Au-
thority over the urban renewal program resided in City Hall, not in a
semi-autonomous agency with bonding authority and its own lines to
Washington. Consequently Lindsay could control the scope and loca-
tions of development investment better than could his counterparts else-
where. But because it had few resources for overcoming community
resistance and attracting private sector participation, the city had
difficulty implementing projects. This led Governor Nelson Rockefeller
to press for a state-level agency with extraordinary powers—the Urban
Development Corporation (UDC)—which began operations in 1968.

Given its unique ability to issue moral-obligation bonds, the UDC was
envisioned as attracting considerable private investment.”' Administra-
tive autonomy and immunity to local regulation meant that the UDC
could negotiate with private developers without the restrictions facing
the city. The Lindsay administration initially opposed the creation of the
UDC as an encroachment upon home rule and a barrier to citizen partici-
pation. But the agency could funnel public subsidies into areas outside
the priority poverty neighborhoods and supsport commercial projects as
well as middle and upper income housing.*

Commercial construction boomed during the Lindsay years, peaking
in 1972 with the completion of 15.6 million square feet of office space in
eleven new buildings, including the two towers of the World Trade
Center. This increased supply, and a downturn in employment resulted
in a 1972 vacancy rate of about 12 percent.” Thirty-five million square
feet were added in midtown alone between 1960 and 1973. Zoning in-
centives for such amenities as plazas and street-level shopping and the
transfer of development rights from underutilized properties to the new
office towers encouraged this growth. Additions to downtown rentable
space also increased enormously, from 5.4 million square feet in 1960~
1964 to 22 million in 1969-1973.

Downtown development proceeded within the context of an overall
strategy that did not exist for the remainder of the Manhattan CBD.
When Lindsay took office in 1966, planning by the DLMA had estab-
lished the character of the area’s future. The Lindsay administration’s
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commitment to improving low income residential areas did not preclude
it from supporting these plans.

The [city’s] Lower Manhattan Plan stated ideas about what the city and
city-dwellers are in design terms. The city, for the Lower Manhattan plan-
ners, was intensive interaction among members of an educated, well-off,
chic upper and upper middle class. Their work consisted mainly of deci-
sion making and communication with other members of the same group.
Their time was so valuable in economic terms that great saving could be
achieved by their working in areas that were densely developed to allow
very ready face-to-face communication. At play, this elite enjoyed the-
aters, galleries, specialty shops and a wide variety of restaurants. Again
they wanted these things readily at hand.>

Port Authority and Battery Park City Authority development of this part
of the city for upper class uses proved convenient for Lindsay, who
therefore did not have to become directly involved in questions of job
and residential mix.

The administration and its elite business allies did, however, try to
foster community-based economic development as an alternative to wel-
fare dependency. For example, the New York Urban Coalition, founded
in 1967, sought to mobilize corporate resources to support minority
businesses and employment.” The Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration,
founded in 1967 by Senator Robert Kennedy, enlisted numerous corpo-
rate sponsors as well as federal and city assistance.’® It developed a
shopping center; backed local minority-owned businesses; attracted an
IBM branch plant; and provided health care, employment placement,
and other social services. While its achievements were substantial, it
was also a product of the unique circumstances surrounding the Ken-
nedy commitment and dwarfed other efforts at community economic
development in the city.

Housing and Neighborhood Programs

New York was among the first municipalities to participate in the federal
Model Cities Program.>” Begun in 1966, this program sought to coordi-
nate physical redevelopment and social services within designated pov-
erty neighborhoods. By targeting governmental assistance to a few ex-
tremely disadvantaged areas, it fit well with Lindsay’s development
objectives. The city administration directed most of its housing construc-
tion and rehabilitation funds to the Model Cities neighborhoods and
mounted ancillary programs of job training, day care, health service,
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recreation, education, code enforcement, and housing maintenance.
New construction was much less than under Title I, and local groups
were actively involved from the start. The termination of federal Model
Cities funding in 1974 marked the end of this concentrated strategy in
the city, although the Model Cities agencies lived on for several years
thereafter.

The 1972 federal moratorium on housing subsidies threw the city
back on its own resources for low income housing and caused a shift
almost entirely to rehabilitation. The Neighborhood Preservation Pro-
gram, established in 1973, relied on low interest loans to not-for-profit
community-based institutions to stimulate rehabilitation activity.>® This
effort and the Model Cities program both suffered from administrative
confusion, competition among local groups, financial difficulties, the
inexperience of sponsors, and maintenance problems in renovated
housing. Building-by-building difficulties prevented rehabilitation on a
wholesale basis comparable to the construction of large new projects.

New York State subsidized housing construction for better-off seg-
ments of the population. Development of moderate and middle income
housing on Welfare Island, renamed Roosevelt Island, was an expensive
proposition, which, if carried out by the city, would have subjected it to
accusations of subsidizing well-to-do residents. Sponsorship by the
state’s UDC permitted it to support the project without taking a leader-
ship role.>

Co-op City also developed a large, isolated community on land that
did not require clearance. Plans for moderate income units financed
under Mitchell-Lama at Co-op City far exceeded the scope of UDC’s
Roosevelt Island project. Built by the United Housing Foundation and
opened for initial occupancy in 1968, the project ultimately contained
15,372 housing units in a 300-acre tract, as well as schools, community
centers, a shopping center, and other amenities.®® But while its 50,000
occupants found affordable housing in a reasonably secure if rather
sterile environment, many analysts blamed the rapid deterioration of
housing conditions in the South Bronx on the sudden exodus of many
Co-op City residents from other parts of the borough.®!

The volume of new residential construction dropped precipitously
during the Lindsay administration. State subsidies for low income hous-
ing ended in 1965, and federal funds declined. It became increasingly
difficult to find acceptable sites in which to locate public housing proj-
ects even when financing existed. Private investment in new residential
construction simultaneously diminished sharply, as investors, deterred
by rent controls, the high cost of building in the city, a more stringent
zoning code, and fears of urban instability, shifted their funds else-
where.®? Between 1966 and 1971, 104,212 new units of housing were
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built, only 43 percent of the number put up in the preceding five-year
period. Of this amount, 39,105 were subsidized units, approximately
one-half the number of the earlier period.®® Between 1965 and 1975, total
housing units increased only 1.6 percent, compared to 10 percent during
the decade of the 1950s.%* Abandonment—amounting to an estimated
71,000 units between 1970 and 1975—reduced the net increment to the
housing stock.® Political opposition and high cost meant that neither
market forces nor public action contributed much despite the extremely
low vacancy rate of 1.5 percent in 1965.%

Movements for Community Power: Conflict and Retrenchment

Lindsay’s political orientation and the election of a black, Percy Sutton,
and a Hispanic, Herman Badillo, to the borough presidencies of
Manhattan and the Bronx reflected an increase in the power of minority
groups within the regime. Organizations representing minority con-
stituencies sought to increase their power by controlling service deliv-
ery. The Wagner administration’s strong opposition to neighborhood
participation in decision making within the federal antipoverty program
produced a highly conflict-laden situation.®” Lindsay, who actively
broadened participation and ensured direct representation of low in-
come people, succeeded in mitigating the tensions that beset the
program.®®

Community participation raised minority expectations about the
Lindsay administration’s stand in the battle over community control of
public schools. But Lindsay’s initial support for community school
boards estranged many white communities and the civil service unions.
Symbolically framed in terms of politics versus education and played out
against a backdrop of accusations of racism and anti-Semitism, the con-
flict broke apart the liberal coalition of Jewish and racial minority
groups.

Minority group demands for power over the structures that affected
their lives provoked countermovements and policy reversals. The Forest
Hills public housing project was reduced in size and other proposed,
scattered-site projects were dropped. The state legislature’s 1969 school
decentralization act essentially ended the potential of local school boards
to act as radical advocates for community-based interests. The increas-
ingly influential civil service unions decried the threat of client activism
and promoted state legislation protecting their authority within the
workplace.

Racial polarization combined with growing fiscal difficulties caused
Mayor Lindsay to change direction during his second term. The new
mood of caution did not mean the end of earlier commitments but did
cause the administration to curtail spending, improve service delivery, -
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and dampen its rhetoric about minority empowerment.®” The final year
of Lindsay’s reign produced a noticeable drop in the level of tension that
had characterized municipal politics during his time in office.”
Changes in the national and local political scene made this shift possi-
ble. Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford interpreted the 1968 presidential
election as a mandate to dismantle federal programs that had increased
spending on low income communities. The freezing of federal housing
programs and reduction in urban renewal appropriations decreased the
city government’s role in shaping urban development. The national
political climate no longer sustained local protest movements, and mili-
tant groups within the city declined in number and salience. Locally the
integration of minorities into the civil service, and increased respon-
siveness of city bureaucracies to the needs of low income clients, re-
duced antagonisms. But many who played active roles in New York’s
citizen politics were also weary. The 1973 election of Abraham Beame,
Democratic party regular, former comptroller, and low-keyed represen-
tative of the white middle class, marked a “return to normalcy.”

The Conserving Period (1974-1984):
Emergence of a New Political Coalition

When Abraham Beame took office in 1974, fiscal stress and economic
decline had become the focus of those concerned with America’s urban
problems. The plight of low income minorities had lost political sig-
nificance; insolvency, not riot, became the principal threat to civic sta-
bility. Many saw government intervention as cause rather than cure for
the difficulties of big cities, and stabilization replaced renewal as the
ambition of development programs.”*

This shift was embodied nationally in the Housing and Community
Development Act of 1974, which terminated the urban renewal and
Model Cities programs and established the Community Development
Block Grant (CDBG) program. The CDBG program distributed federal
subsidies by formula, gave cities broad latitude in how to spend their
money, and reduced the possibility of mounting major projects. Locally,
Roger Starr’s appointment to head the Housing and Development Ad-
ministration signaled the introduction of a “triage strategy.” Rather than
concentrate on the worst-off areas of the city, as had been the Lindsay
policy, Starr proposed to direct governmental attention to salvageable
districts: “We must recognize that every city has had a permanent slum,
and we could simply withdraw all housing construction effort from
certain sections where the disorderly and disorganized families concen-
trate, where there is a critical mass of very, very difficult people. It's a
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mistake not to focus new housing resources in areas where they can
accomplish something for the people who are living there.”””?

Beame’s restraint contrasted sharply with Lindsay’s first term self-
confidence. Beame did not dismantle the programs established in the
preceding period, but dramatically slowed the rate of expenditure in-
crease.” Thus, the conserving period did not begin with counterrevolu-
tion. Economic recession, increased need, and diminished resources,
however, quickly culminated in the fiscal crisis of 1975, followed by a
period of corporatist rule by private business through the Municipal
Assistance Corporation (MAC) and the Emergency Financial Control
Board (EFCB).”* The election of Edward Koch and the improvement of
the city’s financial status ultimately produced a new governing coalition
and a changed pattern of urban development, but with various elements
remaining from the concessionary period.

Development Activity

The city’s fiscal crisis severely curtailed governmental involvement in
development projects. The collapse of UDC preceded the city’s own
near default and terminated the UDC’s subsidized housing programs.
The city’s capital budget dropped drastically, aborting such major con-
struction projects as the third water tunnel, the Second Avenue subway,
and the expansion of the City University. Simultaneously, private real
estate activity almost ceased. Investment in residential construction fell
from $725 million in 1972 to a mere $80 million in 1975.”> Even more
precipitous was the plunge in office construction from over twenty-five
million square feet in 1972 to under two million in 1975.7¢

Private residential rehabilitation became the most important real es-
tate activity of the middle 1970s. The rehabilitation and conversion of
rental buildings into co-ops and condominiums and of industrial space
into loft apartments presented new opportunities for profit in the con-
text of little new construction. The state’s J-51 tax abatement law, origi-
nally enacted in 1955 to facilitate the upgrading of ““cold water” tene-
ments, reduced the risk of such projects. Amendments in 1975
broadened eligible expenditures and extended benefits to privately
financed condominiums and cooperatives, as well as to commercial or
industrial space converted into residential units.”” With indirect govern-
mental assistance, banks became much more willing to advance mort-
gages for conversions. As a result, the number of units underwritten by
J-51 doubled between 1974 and 1975.”% The annual amount of taxes
forgone totaled $37.7 million by 1978 and over $100 million by 1983.7°

The J-51 program contributed to the gentrification movement, which
was reversing the trend toward neighborhood decay in the better
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located, more architecturally interesting parts of the city and removing
units from the low income housing stock.®° About 75 percent of the
value of the subsidy went to Manhattan, with the benefits mainly en-
joyed by upper income occupants.®! At the same time, shrinking sub-
sidy programs and housing abandonment worsened the always difficult
situation for low and moderate income households.

Once the city ceased to target its worst neighborhoods for special
attention, it proceeded to disperse resources scatter-shot. The CDBG
program particularly reflected this pattern. Because CDBG was not tied
to specific projects or neighborhoods, it could be used in discrete sums
throughout the city. The fragmented nature of the program caused the
watchdog group formerly headed by Roger Starr to comment that “plan-
ning for Community Development has largely been a matter of how to
offend the smallest number of people, and so the money has been sprin-
kled about like pepper and salt.”®?

The in rem program, in which the city manages housing units ac-
quired as a consequence of property tax delinquency, became the fastest
growing form of government housing assistance. By 1981, the Depart-
ment of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) was directly
operating 23,000 units of in rem housing. It was also subsidizing an
additional 12,000 units under its alternative management program,
whereby other entities, most often community organizations or tenant
associations, managed properties.®® Uniquely among U.S. cities, New
York allocated more than 50 percent of its $289 million CDBG budget to
rehabilitating and managing the in rem housing stock.® Because in rem
units were not concentrated in any particular area, CDBG funds con-
tinued to be geographically dispersed; but they were also strongly
targeted to low income people, virtually the only occupants of in rem
housing.

Changing Fortunes

With economic recovery, private development activities burgeoned dur-
ing the late 1970s. After 1977, vacant office space became absorbed and
housing starts accelerated.®® By 1980, office construction shot rapidly
upward, rivaling the pace of the early 1970s.%® In 1981, New York City
first achieved a genuinely balanced budget.®”

The city’s economic and financial revival allowed it once again to
embark on major capital projects. Following past patterns, the largest
commitment of funds was in Manhattan. In contrast to urban renewal’s
focus on large housing projects, these projects mainly fostered economic
development. Chief among them were South Street Seaport, the West
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Side Convention Center, Battery Park City, and the Times Square Mar-
riott Hotel. In addition, plans had been approved for massive redevelop-
ment of the entire Forty-second Street-Times Square area.®

Battery Park City, originally planned during the directive period, did
not involve a land use change because it was built on vacant landfill that
had been generated by the excavation for the World Trade Center. Origi-
nally intended as an integrated project of office and luxury residential
megastructures arrayed around superblocks, it was a large-scale version
of Roosevelt Island. However, when developers failed to materialize
and default on the revenue bonds seemed imminent, a plan for phased
development on extensions of the regular Manhattan street grid was
generated. Downtown Manhattan’s recent office boom and residential
potential encouraged the giant Canadian firm of Olympia and York to
implement the first commercial phase, and residential construction rap-
idly followed.®

UDC, revived by new state financing, managed three of these ef-
forts—the Convention Center, Battery Park City, and Times Square—
and the federal Urban Development Action Grant (UDAG) program
helped finance the Seaport and the Marriott Hotel.” UDC’s legal powers
exercised through subsidiaries for each project meant that development
could avoid local oversight better than if the city managed the endeavors
itself. Their vast scope restricted business participation to the largest
development firms on the continent.

Besides these major, multistructure projects, private developers be-
gan many buildings using tax subsidy programs for new construction to
lower their costs. In 1979, $150 million in tax exemptions subsidized the
construction of approximately 5,500 units under the 421a program for
residential construction.” The Industrial and Commercial Incentives
Board (ICIB), which administered a tax incentive program for commer-
cial and industrial construction, had, in 1982, participated in twenty-
eight office building projects in Manhattan, accounting for over 90 per-
cent of an estimated $47 million in tax expenditures that year.*?

These activities resembled development efforts in other cities, but on
a grander scale. They depended on private funds and utilized indirect
public subsidies in the form of tax exemptions. Aside from the relatively
small federal UDAG program, direct governmental contributions were
raised through New York State-sponsored, tax-free bonds. With the
exception of Battery Park City, the projects were heavily oriented to-
ward tourism and included such characteristic structures as a recycled,
waterfront marketplace managed by the Rouse Corporation (South
Street Seaport); the geographically isolated Convention Center; and the
Portman-designed hotel with giant atrium (the Times Square Marriott).
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Community Participation, Representation, and Opposition

Many community organizations dating from more militant times con-
tinued to be active in the conserving period, and new ones formed. The
tide of neighborhood organizing had swept the city in the 1960s and
1970s and left behind an estimated 15,000 block associations, three
dozen community development corporations, at least two dozen direct
action groups, and over 1,000 housing groups.”® Neighborhood Housing
Services (NHS), which opened six offices in 1982 to provide reduced-
interest loans and technical assistance to low income homeowners, at-
tempted to act as a community advocate and to grovide a publicly
funded base for the low income housing movement.” Various commu-
nity housing development corporations used public funds and private
sector loans to build or to substantially rehabilitate housing for moderate
income homeowners.?® Tenant organizations, formed in response to the
failure of landlords to provide adequate services, were able to collect
rent monies withheld from landlords and use them on needed services
and repairs.”® But the involvement of formerly militant community
groups in operating housing, usually under the auspices of the in rem
alternative management program, caused them to moderate their de-
mands and to devote their energy to making the buildings economically
viable.

THE COMMUNITY BOARDS Community boards constituted the principal
institutionalized mode of citizen participation in the development pro-
cess. Under the revised City Charter, implemented in 1977, the city’s
fifty-nine community boards, appointed by the borough presidents,
were given three principal tasks: to monitor the delivery of services, to
advise on budget priorities, and to review land use and development
proposals.”” Their offices, staffed by a full-time district manager, increas-
ingly took on the role of “little city halls,” receiving service complaints
and requests for assistance with various projects.

The effectiveness and representativeness of the boards were open to
debate. The boards clearly varied on both dimensions from district to
district. The most effective, drawn primarily from more stable, middle
class neighborhoods, had highly committed members with well-
developed political contacts. In poor neighborhoods, relatively few
members commanded the intricacies of planning issues, and the boards
were less strong advocates and more often factionalized.”®

Their charter status made the community boards—along with the
thirty-two community school boards—the most permanent legacy of the
decentralizing efforts of the concessionary period. Their continued exis-
tence and limited authority indicate the way in which the decade after
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1974 could be called conserving. The boards were not radical advocates
of community interests and did not promote urban political movements,
as had some Community Action Programs. They insulated City Hall
from neighborhood concerns while offering a limited platform for con-
stituencies that were formerly not heard. To some extent, developers
took them into account when shaping their development proposals:
“When a developer starts to talk up a project,” says Howard Ruben-
stein, whose public relations firm represents many New York devel-
opers, including Helmsley and the backers of 500 Park Avenue (a sky-
scraper rejected by the local community board), “the first question is,
‘What will the community board say?’ %

ENDURING CONFLICTS A number of conflicts continued through the four
decades after World War II. Rent regulation, landlord responsibility,
neighborhood impacts of development, preservation of existing land
uses, and the distribution of assisted housing to various income groups
continually provoked passion. Proponents of rent control, led by middle
class tenants, most successfully combatted organized real estate inter-
ests. In 1974, at the beginning of the conserving period, the State Emer-
gency Tenant Protection Action revoked vacancy decontrol, which had
been put in place only three years earlier.'® Rent controlled apartments
were placed under rent stabilization as they became vacant, and rent
stabilization regulations were extended to buildings built between 1969
and 1974. In 1983, the Omnibus Housing Act transferred rent regulation
of 1.2 million rent controlled and rent stabilized units from the city to the
state and provided new protections for tenants, albeit with some conces-
sions to landlords. State takeover meant that landlords would have to
obtain state approval for virtually any act, including any change in the
level or method of delivering building services.!™

Community elements criticized the South Street Seaport for changing
the character of one of the few remnants of nineteenth century New
York; construction of the Convention Center was delayed for years by
controversy over its location; representatives of low income groups de-
manded, and got, subsidized units financed by Battery Park City; the-
ater personnel mobilized loudly but unsuccessfully against the demoli-
tion of three theaters on the site of the Marriott; the Times Square
development plan generated considerable antagonism even among
those opposed to present uses.'% By and large, however, this opposition
at most slightly modified the plans for these major endeavors.

Opposition was more effective in halting construction of Westway,
the superhighway along the Hudson.'® The original 1971 proposal for
the project, to be 90 percent federally funded, involved massive landfill
and construction of a deck over the road, which would provide 93 acres
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of waterfront park and 101 acres for housing development. A consor-
tium of community boards, using city funds to hire consultants, argued
that Westway would only increase traffic congestion and air pollution.
The Army Corps of Engineers’ environmental impact statement was
found to be flawed, and procedural delays caused the city to cancel the
project in order to meet the deadline for exchanging the highway for
mass transit aid. Although he initially opposed Westway, Mayor Koch
subsequently supported it and continued to press for various nonhigh-
way aspects of the project.

Another long-standing controversy centered on how much low in-
come housing would be built in the West Side Urban Renewal Area
(WSURA).% The Stryckers Bay Neighborhood Council represented low
income groups; as the official urban renewal project area committee, it
received government funding for its advocacy activities. An organiza-
tion of middle class homeowners and tenants contended that more sub-
sidized housing would drive out the middle class. It joined with the
exclusive Trinity School in a lawsuit to stop a public housing project on
one site. Although the plaintiffs ultimately lost, the site remained vacant
and the city apparently lost interest in building low income housing on
it. The compromise forged in the concessionary era called for 6,700 units
of low and middle income housing in WSURA, yet only 2,070 had been
built by 1982. Termination of federal Section 8 appropriations for new
construction made it doubtful that even the reduced commitment of 220
additional low income units would be met. The Stryckers Bay Neighbor-
hood Council estimated that although 60 percent of the area’s residents
were low income at the project’s inception, only 17 percent would be so
when completed.'®

Overall, then, public controversy about major projects continued in
the conserving period, and projects were tailored to minimize predict-
able negative reactions. But though government-sponsored projects no
longer produced the wholesale displacement that characterized the di-
rective period, they nevertheless continued to be large, oriented toward
major capital interests, and unresponsive to the housing needs of low
income residents.

THE KOCH REGIME While community groups did retain some funding,
neighborhood leaders, especially those from the black and Hispanic
communities, remained largely outside the Koch coalition. The mayor’s
rhetoric, and the racial composition of the Board of Estimate and the
high-level mayoral staff, particularly those working on development
issues, did not reflect the interests of New York’s lower classes.

The mayor still claimed that these groups received the lion’s share of
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public benefits. In his autobiography he gave his response to a black
teenager’s complaint:

You see no progress. Well let me tell you what we're doing, okay? We
have a budget of thirteen billion six hundred million dollars. Regrettably,
the poorest people in the city happen to be black and Hispanic. . . .
And what you should know is that fifty-six percent of our budget goes
to twenty-six percent of the people who live in this City. They are the
twenty-six percent who are below the poverty line, okay? They are over-
whelmingly black and Hispanic. . . . What I am trying to convey is that our
budget, as big as it is, overwhelmingly, our budget goes to black and
Hispanic people. And it should. We’ve got to provide for the poorest of
the poor, and we’re going to, but I want to tell you what you have to know
is: there are demagogues and idealogues who don’t give a damn about the
middle class. I speak out for the middle class. You know why? Because
they pay the taxes; they provide jobs for the poor people, and we're not
going to be able to do as much for them economically as I would like, but
at the very least, I'm gonna recognize the sacrifices they make,!%

The Mayor’s rhetoric glued together a new electoral coalition: “Manhat-
tan may not like it but it plays in the outer boroughs, where people
rejoice in the admiring self-portrait of their irrepressible mayor, fighting
for their interests in a scurvy world of wackos, nuts, elitists and anti-
Semites.”1%”

This white middle and working class coalition belied Shefter’s predic-
tion that a program appealing to the relatively liberal Jewish population
would antagonize the city’s Catholic homeowners.'® As it turned out,
Koch united these seemingly hostile elements while maintaining at least
the tolerance of business leaders.

The mayor’s governing coalition incorporated financial capital, as
represented by the Municipal Assistance Corporation (MAC), and the
civil service. He worked closely with the New York Partnership, an elite
business group concerned with physical and economic development,
chaired by the ubiquitous David Rockefeller. Major developers like
Donald Trump increasingly determined the character of midtown.®®

A final assessment of the character of the conserving period is not yet
possible. Community representation weakened; the city made extensive
use of the UDC, which is bound by no citizen participation require-
ments. While not as freewheeling as Robert Moses, neither did it have
his reluctance to involve government in commercial enterprises. Al-
though a number of small housing rehabilitation and commercial re-
vitalization projects operated around the city, development planning
was once again largely a top-down, major-project-oriented activity,
focused on Manhattan.



190 THE POSTINDUSTRIAL ERA

New York in Comparative Perspective

Most of the development patterns discussed in this essay parallel those
of other large cities throughout the country. Since New York is a world
capital, it necessarily diverges from other American cities in some re-
spects. But at least three dimensions of New York’s distinctiveness de-
serve comment: (1) the character of its business elite, (2) the liberalism of
its political culture, and (3) the organization of its public intervention in
the built environment.

The Business Elite

New York’s business leaders are the most powerful in the world. Per-
haps because of the global scope of their interests, they have shown less
concern with developing their urban environment than have their
counterparts elsewhere. Since midtown Manhattan never suffered the
decay characteristic of CBD's in other cities, the need for a business-
sponsored citywide strategy was less apparent. Office construction
surged during the 1950s without the use of eminent domain or public
subsidy. In contrast, no new buildings went up in Boston for a decade
after the war, and only after the Boston Redevelopment Authority began
its Government Center enterprise in the 1960s did momentum develop.
In Lower Manhattan alone New York displayed a corporate presence
and planning comparable to many other cities.

The business elite’s fragmentation into divergent sectors also worked
against the kind of organized effort for redevelopment that character-
ized Pittsburgh and San Francisco. While Rockefeller influence paral-
leled that of the Mellons in Pittsburgh, the Rockefellers did not press for
a plan for the future development of the entire CBD. Nor did they put
together a group comparable to the Allegheny Conference in its con-
tinued surveillance of the city’s growth.’*? In San Francisco “big” and
“little” capital, led by the hotel industry, united behind a common
scheme for a drastic restructuring of land use.!’’ But in New York,
despite the importance of tourism to its economy, representatives of that
industry have been surprisingly inactive in encouraging redevelopment.

New York’s big businesses were more concerned with the city’s fail-
ing services and financial condition. The decrepitude of the public trans-
portation system, the shortage of housing, fear of crime, and unsatisfac-
tory education of the clerical labor force make efficient operation
difficult. But a physical development program could not address these
problems. By seriously threatening the stability of key financial institu-
tions, the fiscal crisis mobilized the business community far more ac-
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tively and concertedly than had deterioration of the physical environ-
ment or the condition of the “other half.”

In the directive period, when business elites intervened most force-
fully in the development policies of other cities, they played a less im-
portant role in New York. In the succeeding periods, however, the city
conformed more closely to national patterns. Business supported Lind-
say’s social melioration efforts during the concessionary years and en-
gaged in a number of public/private ventures to improve the situation of
minorities. During the conserving period it participated directly in
managing the fiscal crisis, strongly advocating the decrease of social
spending. Capitalists actively sought and were gladly given public sub-
sidies for economic development.

Liberal Political Climate

New York strongly resembles other cities in the pattern of popular de-
mands that are placed on government. During the directive period,
communities did not organize effectively against the threats of highway
building and urban renewal. Traditional parties and interest group lead-
ers failed to protect working class constituencies from demolition and
displacement. Ward-level party organizations had greatly weakened in
much of the city, and the party system had failed to incorporate black
and Hispanic residents. The labor movement, however, was much
stronger in New York than in almost all other places. The involvement
of labor, as lobbyist and sponsor, in providing social housing was partic-
ularly unusual. Consequently, although working class neighborhood
resistance to government-sponsored community destruction was inef-
fectual, workers’ organizations obtained what for the United States was
a uniquely large amount of new low and moderate income housing.

New York entered the concessionary period relatively early. Agitation
to block highways and urban renewal, rent strikes, demonstrations
against school segregation, and the movement for a civilian police re-
view board all preceded the passage of the 1965 federal poverty legisla-
tion. The city’s urban renewal program exhibited a new responsiveness
to community input by 1962, and the Ford Foundation’s gray areas
program started shortly thereafter. Once Lindsay was elected, however,
New York’s politics underwent a qualitative discontinuity: the govern-
ing regime actually incorporated minority interests, as opposed to sim-
ply granting the concessions that the last Wagner administration and
most other mayors had made after 1965. Nonetheless, as New York
moved into the conserving period, these interests were once more
excluded.
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The Organization of Intervention

New York’s initial administrative unity in the directive period emanated
not from a mayoral coalition but from Robert Moses’ unique role. His
aggressive use of New York State resources launched the directive pe-
riod earlier in New York than elsewhere, since development activity
preceded the 1949 federal Housing and Urban Renewal Act. Once that
act was passed, New York took advantage of it much faster than other
cities, because Moses already had the necessary apparatus in place.

Moses, however, did not believe in citywide planning except for
highways, and he killed the master plan and zoning ordinance of
1950.112 Thus, during the heyday of urban planning elsewhere in the
United States, New York’s redevelopment effort ran on a piecemeal,
project-oriented basis. But, although no written plan guided it, Moses
had a vision of an integrated arterial system and a city cleared of slums.
This end point was not to be reached through a programmed set of
stages; it was simply assumed that massive road building and land-
clearance operations would enable the private sector to rebuild the city.
If profit-making enterprises would not provide low and moderate in-
come housing, government would either build the housing itself or
subsidize developers.

In New York as in other cities, economic development and social
service functions became vested in different agencies, with those carry-
ing out the former effectively insulated from popular control.'*® High-
way planners, working within self-financing and self-governing state
authorities, were largely oblivious to mass transit needs, a common
pattern. But the particular structure that operated Title I in New York
was unique. Here the tension between redevelopment and social hous-
ing was not as great as elsewhere, initially because Robert Moses con-
trolled both and built a great deal of social housing; later because the
mayor controlled both redevelopment and housing provision.

The 1974 federal Housing and Community Redevelopment Act did
not halt urban renewal in New York as in most cities, because the pro-
gram had already been greatly modified. The only major project under
way in 1974 was the West Side, and it already stressed community
participation, rehabilitation, and staged, scattered-site demolition and
new construction. The 1974 act did end the concentrated neighborhood
strategy of the Model Cities program and led to the dispersal of develop-
ment funds throughout the city. Deconcentration characterized other
cities too, but not typically as an assault against a significant Model
Cities effort.

New York also differed from other cities because independent au-
thorities such as the UDC, its subsidiary, the Battery Park City Author-
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ity, and the Port Authority played such central roles. In most states,
state agencies raising capital through revenue bonds only passed the
money on to municipalities, as had been true for New York’s Mitchell-
Lama program. But long before most other states even financed local
development with bond funds, New York State agencies energetically
spearheaded the construction of office complexes and housing projects.
Accordingly, while federal Title I expenditures were not applied primar-
ily to commercial development and luxury housing complexes in New
York, as was common elsewhere, bond revenues were used for this
purpose.

The financial power of these public authorities permitted New York
to frame an unusually large development program. Where other cities
were using CDBG and UDAG funds for relatively modest projects, New
York embarked on monumental projects reminiscent of the old days of
Title I. But while these projects deviated in size and in the prominent
role played by public agencies in their formulation from those mounted
elsewhere, they fit the larger national pattern of economic development
subordinated to private investment. New York was therefore singular in
the exact timing of particular types of political demands and programs,
the specific objectives of its business elite, the greater liberality of some
of its phases, and the active presence of state agencies. But, despite
these variations, New York fit the national trend that evolved since 1945.
Its development politics moved on the same general course as in other
American cities and for the same reasons.

If the experience of the four postwar decades provides any guide, the
city’s future development will be shaped by larger forces. Its prosperity
depends on the maintenance of Manhattan’s dominance in world
financial markets and on the continued political and economic attrac-
tiveness of U.S. real estate to foreign capital. Under the Reagan adminis-
tration, federal policy advanced business interests and discouraged
political participation by lower income groups. The conserving period
thus continued nationally, as it did in New York.
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White Ethnicity: Ecological Dimensions

William Kornblum | James Beshers

This essay deals with people and cultures at the city’s rim. The people
we describe live mainly along the shore in the boroughs of Queens,
Brooklyn, and Staten Island, but we will focus specifically on communi-
ties along Jamaica Bay. The residents of these communities are some-
times lumped together as middle class “white ethnics” since they are
predominantly white New Yorkers of Italian, Irish, and Jewish ethnic
heritage. But this label assumes more than is actually known about their
cultures, their communities, and their class identifications. In this essay,
therefore, we will look first at the ecological ordering of white ethnic
New Yorkers in one major borough of the city. We will then explore
some of the meanings of “white ethnicity,” and its dubious value in
explaining recent outbreaks of white violence against blacks in the areas
we describe. Our emphasis will be on how features of the natural environ-
ment and the cultures that different groups bring to that environment
interact to sustain “’knowable communities” with particular attachments
and predictable patterns of intergroup conflict and accommodation.
New York City’s edge is an ecological zone, both in human and
natural terms. We refer to New York City’s ocean and wetland border-
lands on the one hand, and the patterns of settlement and commercial
uses that have come to be located there on the other. Unlike other
suburban edges of the city, the beaches and tidal lagoons of south shore
Long Island—which actually begin at Brooklyn’s Coney Island—are not
the rolling hills of glacial moraine that extend down to the rocky coves
and narrow beaches of the sound shores. The south shore habitats of
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New York City are broad, marshy lowlands. For much of the city’s
history these lowlands have been treated as urban wasteland, best
suited for dumping garbage and construction fill. As newly created
lands, they became convenient terrain for commercial recreation, subur-
ban housing tracts, public housing, harbor forts, and airports.

When historians Peter Buckley and William R. Taylor trace the emer-
gence of popular culture in New York City in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, they find evidence of a commercial blending of class
tastes and ethnic cultures in cultural institutions like the amusement
park, Tin Pan Alley, and the musical stage, where demands for cultural
products like comic strips, popular songs, and the musical “brought
New Yorkers of different classes together in novel ways.”” In this essay
we also deal with places and institutions that bring New Yorkers to-
gether in novel ways, but that togetherness is our problematic. We seek
to know how attachments of ethnicity, community, and class help to
explain the kinds of intergroup conflicts and local institutions that we
find now along the shores of Jamaica Bay and New York’s Atlantic
beaches.

The American commercial culture that produced Coney Island in the
pre—World War II decades was undeniably vibrant, but after midcentury
popular culture began more typically to be produced for a national audi-
ence, consumed at home and in suburban shopping malls. Commercial
culture has become a more segmented marketplace. Many of the urban
places that once melded classes and ethnicities have declined and almost
disappeared. Entertainment areas like the Broadway theater district re-
main, but cater primarily to a middle and upper middle class audience.
Mass culture continues to sell themes of American pluralism, but its
consumers are typically gathered in private, family groups in the rec
room or the backyard. Mass events draw huge and diverse audiences,
but fans are not expected to create the kind of participatory leisure
culture that was typical of life on the boardwalks of Coney Island and
Atlantic City in their heydays or in the restaurants and streets of Times
Square before World War II.

Towering over the remains of Coney Island stands the gaunt struc-
ture of the abandoned Parachute Jump. Steeplechase is defunct; but the
Wonder Wheel, the last of the great Ferris wheels, spins along season
after season. Today the vast majority of its riders are black and brown,
as are the bathers who continue to make Coney Island the most heavily
used beach in the United States. And along Surf Avenue, the former
sites of bath houses and beer gardens are now housing projects that
dominate Coney Island’s older ethnic ghettos. Elsewhere along the
Brooklyn and Queens shorefront, newer tract communities have be-
come neighborhoods whose residents often feel embattled by the
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growth of nearby minority communities. The ideal of a communal cul-
ture of leisure at the shore has floundered on racial and class obstacles.

“Is not industrialism, by its own momentum,” Raymond Williams
asks, “producing a culture that is best described as classless?’? Wil-
liams answers his question in the negative. Cultures, as “whole ways of
life,” do differ in working class and bourgeois communities. Bourgeois
cultures are organized around values that are highly individualistic and
consumerist; “that is to say an idea of society as a natural area within
which each individual is free to pursue his own development and his
own advantage.””> The core concept of working class culture, by con-
trast, is socialist in the broadest sense: it regards society as neither neu-
tral nor protective, “but as the positive means for all kinds of develop-
ment, including individual development. Development and advantage
are not individually but communally interpreted.”

In the communities described below, the interactions of individ-
ualism and communalism are not easily located in one class or another.
Rather, they are attributes expressed in cultural forms in different com-
munities, each with a history of ethnic and class settlement and each
contributing in particular ways to the overall ethos of the New York
shore. The limits of communalism are often territorial; they are evident
in conflict over access to natural values and in the persistent and some-
times violent defense of turf. But along this urban strand, once a fan-
tasyland of American cultural pluralism, one still finds some important
evidence of communal sharing. It exists around old and new forms of
mass recreation and through communal efforts to shape the natural and
urban environment to facilitate both the sharing and the defense of
space.

Gravesend, Coney Island, Sheepshead Bay, Manhattan Beach,
Breezy Point, Plum Beach, Canarsie Pier, Broad Channel, Riis Park,
Belle Harbor, the Rockaways—to millions of New Yorkers these are
places that evoke the sensations of summer and the pleasures of the
city’s cooler shores. To Joseph Heller’s anxious and assimilating intellec-
tual, Julius Gold, “the smell of the sea at Sheepshead Bay was a power-
ful call to clams on the half shell, shrimp, lobster or broiled flounder or
bass. ‘Let’s go to Lundy’s,” he suggested, ‘We’ll have a good piece of
fish.” ”” Although the legendary eating arena of the Irish Lundy brothers
was defunct even as Gold spoke, others run by Italian, Irish, Greek, and
Jewish managers continue to do battle with the burger franchises. Along
this strand the volunteer fire and police companies are as likely to be
manned by Jews and Italians as by the Irish. In this region within the
city a yenta can be of any ethnicity. And who knows anything about
the heritage of the parents who shout, “Help, our son the doctor is
drowning!"’?
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In his study of culture and politics in Brooklyn’s Canarsie commu-
nity, Jonathan Rieder presents the best portrait we have of solidarity and
cleavage in an embattled, middle class community on New York’s outer
edge.* Rieder shows that Jewish and Italian Canarsians tend to maintain
distinct Jewish and Italian subcultures. As neighbors on a block, they
may become friendly and share mah jong games, street life, and mem-
bership in civic voluntary clubs. They also come together in the political
clubs from which the community’s leadership develops. But the Italians
and Jews are culturally separate as well. Each group has its particular
vernacular, personality types, religious institutions, and political styles.
Thus Rieder observes that “ethnicity continued to shape Canarsie sen-
sibilities and acquaintanceships. Defying those theorists who direly pre-
dict the atomization of American life, countless Americans remain
joined to one another by bracing ties of kinship, ethnicity, territory,
religion, and status.”® These differences of affiliation in a community
like Canarsie are often bridged by a common fear of racial invasion. The
Canarsians Rieder came to know resent deeply the lifeways of some
ghetto blacks, who they feel drove them from the Brooklyn neighbor-
hoods of their youth. When they identify themselves as “white middle
class ethnic Americans,” it is usually because they feel caught between
the encroaching pressures of lower class blacks and Hispanics on the
one hand and the demands of maintaining a middle class lifestyle on the
other. But Rieder also shows that backlash against minorities and their
liberal champions becomes a dominant theme only when political lead-
ers seem totally to ignore their own needs. He concludes that “ulti-
mately, whether communities like Canarsie realize their capacities for
avarice or for generosity will turn significantly on the acts of the leaders
who either court them or mock them.””® This essay will show, however,
that territorial defense can block the creation of a pluralist communal
culture. We can understand the origins of white ethnic defensiveness
and still show that this reaction bars minorities from their rightful access
to the urban commons.

The limits of this pluralism do not begin only with race. That is the
most evident barrier and, confounded with class cleavages as it almost
always is in our cities, it explains much of the conflict along these
shores. But there is also much latent ethnic and class conflict only hinted
at by patterns of residential segregation. Reference to case material
drawn from field notes on the Gateway National Recreation Area will
provide a basis for analyzing these conflicts.”

The main, somewhat counterintuitive, finding of the demographic-
ecological data we present is that the city’s older white ethnic groups
maintain patterns of residential segregation even in higher class neigh-
borhoods of second or third settlement.? It is increasingly expensive
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(economically and politically) to maintain the ethnic enclave. It is a lux-
ury not all members of a group can afford or would care to pay for.
Meanwhile, the communities of first settlement, closer to the city’s fac-
tory and warehouse zones, are forever under pressure from newcomers
of other nationalities and other races. White ethnic and other nationality
groups in the borough of Queens illustrate this pattern.

Residential Segregation: Problems of Measurement

Three major categories in the 1980 U.S. census may expand the study of
race and ethnic residential patterns in cities. These categories are de-
fined in Standard Tape File 1, Tables 7 and 8, and Standard Table File 3,
Tables 27 and 28. They include six new Asian categories in Table 7, four
new Hispanic origin categories in Table 8, and ancestry categories that
are presented as single ancestries in Table 27 and as multiple ancestries
in Table 28. Both tables can be constructed for census tracts or for block
groups (but not for blocks).

Perhaps the most important addition to the census’s array of ethnic
data is to be found in The Census of Population STF3 Tables 28 and 29,
on ancestry. For the first time in its history of ethnic data collection, the
Bureau of the Census asked what was in fact an attitude question. Re-
spondents were asked not the “country of origin of their parents,” as
had previously been the practice for every decennial census since 1880,
but what ancestry or ancestries they claimed. The question was phrased
in terms of national origin with no reference to parents’ place of birth.
There is another question on country of origin for foreign-born respon-
dents, which is essential for studying immigrant demographic patterns,
but no comparable data exist in the 1980 census on parents’ nativity of
native-born respondents.

The new “ancestry” item promises to increase the number of self-
identified white ethnics in the population, but without the older parents
nativity item it is difficult to determine anything about respondent’s
ethnic generation. And in New York City, or any other place with sig-
nificant numbers of Jewish residents, ancestry in terms of national origin
loses a great deal of meaning. Since religion is never included in the
census this has always been a serious problem, but the present array of
items makes the situation even worse. With the old item it was some-
what safer to assume that Jewish respondents would give the country of
origin of their parents. But now, when faced with a more vague heritage
question that does not include “Jewish,” it is even less clear what the
pattern of Jewish responses would be. In consequence, there remains
the decennial problem of inability to separate out those who truly iden-
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Table 8.1 Race and Ethnicity in Queens and New York City, 1980

Queens
Queens NYC Percent of NYC
Total Population 1,891,805 7,071,639 26.7
White 1,335,805 4,294,075 31.1
Black 354,129 1,784,331 19.8
Asian 93,456 231,504 40.4
Hispanic 262,422 1,406,074 18.7

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980.

tify themselves as Polish Americans, for example, from the Jewish
Americans who may give Poland as their ancestry but have little in
common with actual Polish ethnics. Despite these severe shortcomings,
there is as usual a wealth of important comparative data available on
ethnicity and small urban areas.

Tables 8.1 to 8.3 merely confirm what most New Yorkers already
know about the population of Queens. It is predominantly white with
significant minority populations of blacks (primarily in Jamaica), His-
panics (especially in the older apartment house areas of inner Queens
and along Roosevelt Avenue), and Asians (in Elmhurst and Flushing
and small neighborhoods of first settlement elsewhere). Indeed, al-

Table 8.2 Major White Ethnic Categories in Queens, 1980

Percent of
Percent of Major White
Ancestry Total Total Population Ethnics
Italian 235,081 12.4 38.0
Irish 106,982 6.0 17.3
German 83,963 4.4 13.6
Polish 59,131 3.1 9.6
Russian 56,715 3.0 9.2
Greek 48,374 2.6 7.8
Hungarian 17,986 1.0 2.9
Ukrainian 9,662 0.6 1.4
Multiple 292,479 15.5 41.9

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, STF 3, Table 28.
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Table 8.3 Asian Ethnicity in Queens, 1980

Percent of Percent of
Ethnic Group Total Total Population Total Asian
Chinese 39,135 2.1 42.0
Indian 21,736 1.2 23.3
Korean 14,486 0.8 15.5
Filipino 11,195 0.6 12.0
Japanese 5,487 0.3 5.9
Vietnamese 1,418 0.1 1.5

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980.

though it is not shown in these summary tables, the settlement patterns
of Hispanics and Asians in Queens closely mirror those of older white
ethnic groups earlier in the century. They tend to settle in small neigh-
borhood clusters, due in part to the effects of ““chain migration.”

Such first settlements often grow into larger communities (e.g., the
diverse Hispanic community centered at Junction Boulevard and
Roosevelt Avenue), but rarely concentrate all their members in one con-
tiguous community area. The latter pattern of residential segregation is
far more characteristic of Afro-American and West Indian settlement. In
their case, voluntary neighborhood formation is usually outweighed in
influence by the effects of neighborhood defense tactics and racial exclu-
sion in white ethnic communities.’

Tables 8.4 through 8.7 bring us further toward an analysis of white
ethnic ecological patterns in the borough. Table 8.4 is a simple measure
of residential concentration constructed by ranking each of the major
white ethnic groups’ census tracts in descending order. The highest 10
percent of that group’s tracts are then selected for analysis. There are 674
census tracts in the borough, but only Italians, the largest identifiable
white ethnic population, are represented in every tract.

At first glance the figures in Table 8.4 may seem somewhat unusual.
In most American cities, Greeks are highly suburbanized and dispersed.
Their occupational specialization often requires this dispersion, and the
Greek Orthodox churches typically serve as the focal institution in their
far-flung community.'° Italians, on the other hand, are reputed to be the
most prone to ethnic self-segregation. They are often described as a
people who “make the city livable” by investing heavily in the local
neighborhood and defending it vigorously. Jews (represented indirectly
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Table 8.4 Percent of White Ethnic Group’s Population
Residing in Top 10 Percent of Its Tracts, 1980

Population in Total Percent in
Ethnic Group Top 10 Percent Population Top 10 Percent
Italian 65,957 235,081 28
Irish 39,460 106,182 36
German 24,906 85,963 29
Polish 23,133 59,133 39
Russian 32,491 56,715 57
Greek 25,675 48,374 53
Hungarian 7,847 17,986 44
Ukrainian 3,495 9,662 36

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, STF 3, Table 28, 1980.

and, with a few important exceptions, by the clustering of Hungarian,
Polish, Russian, and even German ancestry groups in these tables) are
typically seen as less parochial than Italians and more prone to choose
neighborhoods on class and status criteria, while counting on the easy
availability of a congenial synagogue.

But these patterns are not confirmed by the figures in Table 8.4.
Greeks in Queens are the most concentrated group, followed by Jews.
The Italians, Irish, and Germans are the most dispersed. It should be
noted, however, that the safest comparisons within this and the other
tables are for the Greeks, Irish, and Italians. Observations about the
Jews on the basis of the ancestry variables are often interesting but may
well be artifacts of the self-selective nature of the ancestry question. It is
likely that Jewish residents of Queens who chose to give a foreign ances-
try may be recent immigrants (the relatively low numbers bear this out),
who would be more expected to live in neighborhoods of first settlement
than Jews in general.

The situation with regard to the Greek and Italian comparison seems
more clear-cut and is further clarified by the information presented in
Table 8.5. Greeks in New York City have a special occupational niche in
the Manhattan restaurant industry (although this is by no means their
only occupational base), and they are, in this city, a group with rela-
tively high rates of family-based immigration. Their settlement in As-
toria is an ideal location for access to Manhattan. Those of Italian ances-
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try, on the other hand, are so numerous in the borough that they are
able to sustain ethnic enclaves at the same time that an increasing pro-
portion of their members live in neighborhoods lacking a definite Italian
identity.

Table 8.5 sorts the borough’s white ethnic population by census tract
and community area. Here we list only those tracts that have two or
more ethnic groups represented in above average numbers. Thus the
table allows one to note who lives where, with whom (at least for other
white groups), and what proportion of the total tract population their
combined numbers represent. The numbers reveal some important rela-
tionships, but are most comprehensible to one familiar with Queens
communities.

In general, it appears that Italians are most nearly the “universal
neighbors.” They live with the Greeks in Astoria, with the Germans in
Linden Hill (a community area in the ““Necropolis” section of the
Queens-Brooklyn border, in this case hard by the Lutheran Cemetery),
with the Irish in Howard Beach, and with the Jews in the most suburban
sections of the borough on the Nassau line (Douglaston, Bayside, etc.).
The table indicates that Forest Hills and Rego Park remain clearly domi-
nated by Jewish ethnics but, again, the figures tell us little about actual
identification or real numbers of Jewish residents there. The Irish are
well dispersed in the borough, although not well represented in Jewish
neighborhoods. They are no longer a strong presence in the inner-city
sections of the borough (with the exception of the old, blue collar com-
munity of Maspeth). The Irish presence in the Jamaica Bay area, how-
ever, is one of the most instructive highlights that emerge from ecolog-
ical analysis of these census data. But before turning to a more detailed
discussion of the Jamaica Bay communities, consider the issue of ethnic
neighborhood homogeneity, as evidenced in the Table 8.5 column that
lists the total proportion that the combined white ethnic groups in each
row account for.

For the most part, the self-identified white ethnics account for less
than 50 percent of the population of the tracts in which they are numeri-
cally strong. This raises questions about what constitutes ethnic identity
in an urban neighborhood. Reliance on numerical data alone suggests
where to look for patterns of ethnic affiliation, but leaves open many
questions about the actual character and local cultures of neighborhoods
that only actual observation and interviews can answer.

Tables 8.6 and 8.7 indicate the most concentrated ethnic community
areas for those of Irish and Italian ancestry. Here the results of white
ethnic enclave formation beyond the old inner city of “ethnic villages”
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Table 8.6 Location and Proportional Representation of Italians
in First Ten Most Italian Tracts, Queens, 1980

Other
Tract # Location Total Italian White Ethnics Other
892 Howard Beach 9527 4085 1578 183
884 Howard Beach 8087 3094 3384 183
62 South Ozone Park 11254 2304 5385 297
58 South Ozone Park 4645 2238 774 184
664 Rosedale 8195 2131 1433 780
54 South Ozone Park 4111 1980 1898 162
317 Corona 5818 1963 1467 598
1039 Whitestone 5744 1923 1355 633
1047 Whitestone 6916 1636 1997 981
44.01 South Ozone Park 2532 1600 400 129

may be clearly seen. With the exception of Maspeth and Sunnyside for
the Irish and Corona for the Italians, these “most” Irish and Italian areas
are single home neighborhoods located in the borough’s most desirable
sections. In the main, these are relatively affluent, highly familistic
neighborhoods which have only low ethnic identity outside the groups

Table 8.7 Location and Representation of Irish
in First Ten Most Irish Census Tracts, Queens, 1980

Other
Tract # Location Total Irish White Ethnics Other
934 Rockaway 7629 1987 2163 457
916.01 Breezy Point 3618 1310 619 60
938 Rockaway 4607 1221 1204 446
884 Howard Beach 8087 1062 3839 183
283 Jackson Heights 6443 949 1440 2220
181 Maspeth 7508 935 1499 2982
253 Maspeth 6423 934 988 2639
928 Belle Harbor 3691 906 977 287
185 Maspeth 6697 894 1288 2457
295 Sunnyside 3588 860 647 67

Source: U.S. Census, STF 3, Table 28, NYC.



WHITE ETHNICITY: ECOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS 213

themselves. These are not the stereotypical ethnic villages whose restau-
rants and shops specialize in the commercialization of ethnicity for sub-
urban ethnics and cultural outsiders.

Settled largely after World War II, these communities were, and still
are, good examples of the American Dream realized for first and second
and even later generations of ethnic New Yorkers. They are residential
neighborhoods of single family homes with backyards, neighborhood
schools, and churches and synagogues nearby. From door to door, the
neighbors will very likely differ in white ethnic heritage, and from block
to block there will also be some important differences in socioeconomic
standing. Yet despite the large numbers of Irish and Italian residents,
there are neighbors of other ethnicities and religions as well.

The dominant groups do make their presence visible in the local
commercial districts with a few specialty shops and an ethnic association
or two. Each has a share of the annual calendar of community events. So
ethnicity is shared (to varying degrees, but always in some part); public
feasts and festivals mark the communal sharing of ethnic experience.
Although there can also be fierce ethnic rivalries among the adolescents
under some local conditions, the schools and churches tend to bring
them together, as does their fear and hostility toward nearby racial
minorities.

Does it come down then to sharing a “white ethnic” lifestyle, an
expensive and often insecure amalgam of working class, ethnic, and
middle class American cultural ways, lived out on the edge of the city, as
far away from the status-contaminating threat of minority people as
possible? Can most of the people in these communities be lumped to-
gether as “white ethnics”’? Their quest for social mobility, waged in large
part through the agencies of their ethnic and family affiliations, brought
them (and they are among the fortunate) to these suburban neighbor-
hoods they share. But have they now merged their identities?

It may make some sense when selling beer or automobiles or national
candidates to assume that there is a white ethnic culture and conscious-
ness, but there is only spotty social scientific evidence to support that
assumption. Aside from the numbers we have in these tables, not much
is known about intermarriage, or the actual distribution of ethnic sol-
idarities, or the cultural mobility of children, or much else that one
would need to know to gain a whole picture of the changing nature of
ethnic consciousness and ethnic social structures in the white neighbor-
hoods of second settlement. Thus even a necessarily brief description of
some patterns of community formation and conflict around Jamaica Bay
fills in a few of the gaps.
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Class and Ethnicity at the Shore:
Jamaica Bay and the Rockaways

Tables 8.6 and 8.7 group quite different types of places as Italian and
Irish enclaves. There is, for example, a world of difference between
Whitestone and Howard Beach, even though both have high concentra-
tions of Italian Americans. Although both communities are at the wa-
ter’'s edge—Whitestone on the Long Island Sound near the Whitestone
Bridge, and Howard Beach below the Belt Parkway along Jamaica Bay—
Whitestone is older and its houses are set rather far apart. Howard
Beach was built largely after World War II. Its houses are closer, some
are clustered around canals that lead into the bay, and all are located
directly under one of the most heavily used flight paths to nearby Ken-
nedy Airport. On the west, Howard Beach is bordered by the city’s
second largest garbage dump site. In this beleaguered community, the
SST roars over breakfast, and flights of gulls from the nearby dumps can
darken the afternoon sky. With all these environmental problems bear-
ing down on them, it is not surprising that the residents of Howard
Beach are usually embroiled in bitter controversies with city agencies of
every description.

In these controversies, ethnicity and class issues are far less important
than struggles within the community to preserve or to enhance property
values and values that contribute to perceived quality of life. Ethnic and
class affiliations are usually experienced within family and peer net-
works, rather than in the public life of the entire community. Each of the
white ethnic communities along Jamaica Bay has churches and syna-
gogues and organized social groups which maintain traditional ethnic
cultures to varying degrees—depending, for example, on whether the
Jewish congregation is Orthodox, Conservative, or Reform, or on how
ethnically homogeneous a given Roman Catholic congregation is at par-
ticular Masses—but none of them is as heavily dominated by a single
ethnic group. Thus the broader community institutions represent a plu-
rality of cultural backgrounds. Belle Harbor, for example, an affluent
community East of Riis Park on the Rockaways, is regarded as a Jewish
enclave and indeed boasts the full range of Jewish subcultures, but Table
8.7 shows that it is also home to a significant Irish-American population.

It is no coincidence that most neighborhoods (as roughly indicated by
census tracts) that house high proportions of the borough’s Irish and
Italian Americans also include high proportions of Jewish residents, and
that many of these neighborhoods line Jamaica Bay. The estuarine ex-
tension of Queens County is in every way one of the most sociologically
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rich areas of the metropolitan region. Aside from the immense impor-
tance of JFK International Airport and the recreational industry centered
on the bays and beaches, here the county joins a human ecological zone
that extends from Atlantic City to Montauk Point. This urbanized, bar-
rier island ecological zone is populated largely by New York-born people
of Irish, Italian, and Jewish ancestry, with enclaves of upper class Prot-
estants, and black or Latino communities inserted here and there as a
result of local settlement histories.!' Census data can identify these
ecological patterns, but many questions remain about how actual sub-
cultures and styles of political expression develop in such places.

Class, Ethnicity, and Community Cultures

The cultures of the white communities that border Jamaica Bay (and this
is equally true of Sheepshead Bay and Gravesend Bay) are expressed
through an amalgam of ethnic and class solidarities. Despite the over-
whelming middle class status and identity of communities like Howard
Beach, Breezy Point, Belle Harbor, Neponsit, South Ozone Park, and
Canarsie, there is an older pattern of blue collar community formation
that continues to exert important influences over the entire Jamaica Bay
region. These blue collar neighborhoods are the remnants of baymen’s
quarters and shanty neighborhoods at the water’s edge. They maintain a
unique subculture which motivates the strongest patterns of territorial
defense to be found in the region.

The outstanding example of this older, blue collar community of bay-
men and construction workers who are baymen in their leisure time is
the community of Broad Channel, located on Broad Channel Island in
the center of Jamaica Bay. Here about 7,000 permanent residents live in
homes typically built on tidal wetlands rented from the City of New
York. Originally settled in the late nineteenth century as a shanty neigh-
borhood of fishermen, baymen, and poachers, this largely Irish working
class enclave is actually only the largest and most visible of a number of
similar shanty and bungalow settlements that line the shores of Jamaica
Bay. Such shanty neighborhoods predate the larger, more affluent tract
developments and housing projects built after World War II. In Howard
Beach, the Rockaways, and on the tidal creeks surrounding Kennedy
Airport are smaller versions of the Broad Channel community. These
little-known refuges of the urban working class are small but highly
symbolic communities that represent a more widely shared dream of the
workers’ escape into nature. In the following passage from field notes, a
locally famous striped bass poacher from Broad Channel describes the
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way local issues of development and demographic invasion are per-
ceived in these blue collar refuges:

Up to the fifties there were hundreds more shacks all over the bay islands.
And not only here in Jamaica Bay. You had them all along Reynolds
Channel [in Nassau County] and into Great South Bay all the way out to
the Hamptons. Most of ‘em were pulled down when these areas began to
get settled after the war, but we're still hanging in here as long as we can.
This bay used to be one of the finest fishing spots on the East Coast, and
there’s still a lot of good fish to be had all over this outer harbor if you
know where and when to find ‘em. When the Kennedy runway was built
into the Ruffle Bar, that screwed up the whole tidal action of the Bay. This
back half where we are got totally polluted. That doesn’t ruin the fish, but
it can sure stink up the place sometimes, especially after a heavy rainfall
when you get all the excess sewer runoff. There’s also a place we call “the
boil” just East of the Cross Bay Bridge where all the sludge and runway
pollution from Kennedy is pumped into the bay and you see it boiling up
sometimes, usually at night.

What this respondent did not mention is that every time a major devel-
opment project is proposed for Jamaica Bay and its shores, from expand-
ing Kennedy Airport to new apartment housing construction or ex-
panded recreational facilities, there is usually an opposing coalition of
neighbors that brings the blue collar residents of the old shanty neigh-
borhoods together with the residents of the more middle class com-
munities surrounding them. These coalitions may be labeled in the press
as “white ethnic,” but neither ethnicity nor race has much to do with
what brings Jamaica Bay people together across the social distances of
status and territory. The defense of environmental quality, or efforts to
force governmental agencies to improve their region or to prevent new
populations from being brought into it, typically cause these coalitions
to form. These are well demonstrated in the responses of people in the
Jamaica Bay communities to the creation of Gateway National Recre-
ation Area in the period from 1972 to the present.

Gateway and the Politics of a Natural Area

In 1972, Congress passed legislation creating two experimental “urban
national parks.” One was Golden Gate National Recreation Area in San
Francisco; the other, Gateway, includes all the beaches and waters of
Jamaica Bay south of the Belt Parkway as well as Floyd Bennett Field at
the bottom of Flatbush Avenue. Gateway’s properties also include the
beaches of Breezy Point on the Rockaways, including Jacob Riis Beach,
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the old Robert Moses era beach park, the beaches of Staten Island from
the Narrows to Great Kills, and Sandy Hook in New Jersey.

Gateway legislation was promoted by a broadly based coalition of
leaders from the Jamaica Bay communities and their congressional rep-
resentatives, including the late William F. Ryan and former Congress-
woman Elizabeth Holtzman. Strong support for this controversial pro-
posal also came from the Regional Plan Association and allied silk
stocking groups recruited by the Parks Council, the New York Times, the
professional planning associations, environmental organizations, and
regional foundations. The proposed urban national park was controver-
sial not because of local or regional opposition, but because the U.S.
Department of Interior and the National Academy of Sciences opposed
the legislation. The former feared what urban parks would do to its
annual operating budget, while the latter argued that federal control
over Jamaica Bay would present ““formidable difficulties of transporting
large numbers of inner-city residents to the most remote oceanfront
regions of the metropolitan area.”” A better solution to the preservation
of Jamaica Bay and the development of its recreational potential would
be, the Academy argued, “’direct federal aid to New York City for expan-
sion of its own park facilities in Jamaica Bay.”'* But this was an ex-
tremely weak argument; anyone familiar with park issues in the met-
ropolitan region knew that no new park lands had been added to
existing acreage for almost a generation, and there was extremely little
hope that a financially strapped city parks administration could get the
funds necessary to preserve Jamaica Bay or the beaches of the Breezy
Point peninsula on the Rockaways. The promise that Gateway would
bring national park-quality recreation facilities to the people of inner-city
New York won support from liberal, professional planning constituen-
cies in Manhattan, but such appeals won few supporters around Jamaica
Bay. They supported Gateway because it would preserve and restore the
marshes and fishing grounds and beaches.

Some communities around the bay had a particular interest in pro-
moting the legislation. The Cooperative Community of Breezy Point at
the tip of the Rockaways would, if the legislation was passed, be forever
saved from invasion by high rise beachfront development, and the
beach in front of this largely Irish, middle and upper middle class com-
munity would be sold to the federal government for far more money
than the community had originally paid for all the land on which their
converted summer homes now rested. And the community’s residents
would probably get most use out of the beach, if they could maintain
their influence in later phases of the actual park planning. At the other
end of the Rockaway beaches proposed for inclusion in the federal park,
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on the east side of Riis Beach, the largely Jewish residents of affluent
Neponsit would find their property interests protected by a federal pres-
ence that would vastly improve the decaying Riis Park and upgrade the
quality of Jamaica Bay. Even in Broad Channel there was hope that
passage of the federal legislation would finally present residents with
the opportunity to purchase their land from the city. With luck they
could become owners rather than squatters; this ultimately came to
pass.

In consequence of these and similar community interests around
Jamaica Bay, a unique coalition emerged. Composed of upper class re-
gional and environmentalist interest groups and far more parochial and
defensive Jamaica Bay community groups, this coalition acted effectively
to win congressional approval of Gateway legislation. But the coalition
dissolved in 1973, as soon as the legislation was passed and actual park
planning began. The regional elites who saw Gateway as their victory
made no secret of the fact that they hoped to see a major recreational
development on the scale of Jones Beach located at the vacant navy
airfield, Floyd Bennett Field. They similarly took every opportunity to
remind people at planning meetings that Congress intended additional
thousands of inner-city people to share the beaches of Breezy Point, the
wetlands of Jamaica Bay, and the planned facilities of Floyd Bennett
Field. This argument did not sit at all well either in exclusive Breezy
Point and Neponsit or in Broad Channel, Canarsie, and Howard Beach.
There was no federal commitment for funding new transportation
routes to Gateway, nor was there support in the Jamaica Bay com-
munities for large-scale recreational development at Floyd Bennett Field
or on Breezy Point.

Only the heroic efforts of the Gateway Advisory Commission, under
the leadership of Marion Haiskell, and of local Park Service managers
held the warring local and regional factions apart long enough to arrive
at actual park plans that represented compromises acceptable to both
sides. But in the process, most of the grandiose plans for a Gateway on
the scale of a Robert Moses park were scrapped entirely.

After twelve years of efforts to develop even the scaled-down plans
for Gateway, regional elites could claim only one victory, the extension
of two city bus lines from Brooklyn to Riis Park. For residents of the
Jamaica Bay communities, on the other hand, the designation of the bay
and its beaches as a National Recreation Area preserved their ways of
life around the bay from further urban development. They would not
have to accommodate new thousands of inner-city, minority park visi-
tors to these areas. Local resistance to park development was motivated
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by the fear of added congestion on the Belt Parkway and Flatbush Av-
enue. But an even more frightening prospect was the idea of sharing the
bay and ocean beaches with even greater numbers of blacks and Hispan-
ics than already found their way to Riis Park and the Rockaways.

Race and Neighborhood Defense

In the summer of 1983 a group of black children from a Brooklyn day
care center was playing on Miller Field, a Gateway sports area on the
Staten Island coast. Suddenly, they were attacked by a gang of white
adolescents and young adults from the New Dorp community. This
incident was the subject of a few articles in the Times and a strong
editorial condemning racism and racial violence. But no one mentioned
then or later that this had been only one in a series of incidents of
violence directed against blacks and Hispanics in the communities along
New York’s outer shores. In March 1982, a black subway motorman was
beaten to death in Gravesend by a gang of white youths, three of whom
were eventually sentenced for second degree manslaughter, a charge
that carries a five-to-fifteen-year sentence. And in 1978 a gang of white
youths had immolated a black subway clerk in a token booth in Broad
Channel. The clerk had argued with the adolescents the day before. For
revenge they poured gasoline in her booth and lighted it.

In no other region of New York City do local residents direct as much
violence against racial minorities, a point underscored by the Howard
Beach attack and the subsequent trials in 1987 and 1988. Racial hatred is
never far from the surface in these shore communities; expressions of it
can easily be brought forth in casual conversation. But is this virulent
racism, then, a defining feature of “white ethnicity’”’? The mass media
often link the term “white ethnic” with antiminority attitudes, and the
evidence from the shore communities of New York would seem to link
racism and neighborhood defense to expressions of white ethnicity. But
there is nothing particularly ethnic about this violence. It is motivated by
racial fears and the desire to defend territory; the cultural meanings of
ethnicity appear to have little to do with it.

In summary, where racial violence occurs in cities in the United States
it is often attributed to the fears and animosities of “white ethnics,” and
at first glance the evidence presented in this essay might seem to bear
out that perception. Yet we could cite many examples from Northern
and Southern cities in which the violent defense of territories occurs in
white neighborhoods with no clear ethnic identity. What we attempted
to demonstrate in this essay is the conflict due to efforts by white middle
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class and working class people to maintain the quality of life in their
neighborhoods against the desire of inner-city populations and regional
elites to make these areas accessible to minority people. This conflict
appears to be especially rancorous in New York’s shore communities
because of their particular local histories. Many were settled as uncon-
trolled, squatter enclaves where blue collar people fought to maintain a
foothold on the beach or marsh, and from there to enjoy life in a natural
environment even as they worked in the industrial institutions of the
city. Other enclaves were settled more recently by upwardly mobile
people of Jewish, Italian, and Irish descent. But because all these settle-
ments were continually subject to harsh environmental pressures, and
to the demand that their natural values be shared with a larger public,
their residents also tend to support highly vocal and, at times, violent
defense of neighborhood territory.

The demographic and ecological analysis presented in the essay
points to a clear pattern of ethnic residential segregation in these shore
communities. Although this segregation pattern is by no means unique
to the New York south shore, we found that there was a disproportion-
ate concentration of middle class ethnic neighborhoods in the Jamaica
Bay area. Further analysis along the same lines would show analogous
areas elsewhere along the city’s coast (e.g., Staten Island). But the south
shores of Brooklyn and Queens have a particular history as land recla-
mation areas, which made them prime areas for new housing develop-
ment after World War II. Because they had also been the site of fabled
popular amusement areas like Coney Island and Brighton Beach, they
first attracted the attention of the populations that would later transform
them into residential neighborhoods. But that transformation seems to
have created special barriers against the sharing of area beaches and
waters with minority people. And it is this history of settlement and
exclusion that makes the more universalistic efforts of agencies like the
National Park Service all the more difficult and critical to the eventual
development of a larger leisure culture at the city’s shore.

Notes

1. See William Taylor’s essay in this volume.

2. Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture (London: Verso,
1984), 25.

3. Williams, Materialism and Culture, 25.

4. Jonathan Rieder, Canarsie: The Jews and Italians of Brooklyn Against Liberalism
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985).



WHITE ETHNICITY: ECOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS 221

=)

10.

11.

12.

. Rieder, Canarsie, 34.
. Rieder, Canarsie, 263.
. From 1973 to 1978 Kornblum was a principal planner for the National Park

Service on the Gateway National Recreation project and other major federal
recreation projects in the North Atlantic region.

. The first, or immigrant, generation of Italian, Irish, and Jewish settlement in

New York was typically located in Manhattan or in any of a number of
industrial communities along the East River in Queens or in Brooklyn. Areas
of second settlement were typically located in central Brooklyn, Queens, or
the Bronx. The residents of the communities in lower Brooklyn and Queens
described in this essay are most often of second, third, or now even fourth
generation ethnicity.

. Gerald Suttles, The Social Construction of Communities (Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 1972).

Gerald Suttles, The Social Order of the Slum (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1968).

William Kornblum, “Ethnicity at the Beach,” Ethnic Groups: An International
Periodical of Ethnic Studies 4, no. 2 (1982).

National Academy of Sciences, Jamaica Bay and Kennedy Airport, vol. 1 (1971),
13.






The Postindustrial Transformation
of the Political Order in New York City

John Hull Mollenkopf

New York City’s economy and society have undergone a profound and
often painful transformation since the mid-1950s. At the end of World
War II, New York was clearly a white, ethnic, blue collar, industrial city,
despite the importance of its office sector. Today, high level business
service activities drive the city’s economy and its industrial base suffers
from seemingly endless decline. The white, blue collar working class has
aged and greatly diminished in size. Those of its children who remain
in the city hold positions in the higher occupational ranks of the stronger
economic sectors, particularly the business professions.

Within the declining goods-related sectors, minority groups, partic-
ularly Hispanics, have rapidly succeeded whites; more important, a
whole new minority service working class has developed. The “new
immigration”” has had a major impact on the city. In short, New York
City is a premier example of the postindustrial transformation that has
reorganized U.S. cities since World War II.

The severe cyclical economic downturn and fiscal crisis of the mid-
1970s accelerated and crystallized these secular trends. By 1986, it was
obvious that the city had experienced a qualitative and not simply quan-
titative change since such recent and relatively calm times as the late
1950s. Economic and social restructuring had produced new, not yet
fully incorporated social groups, as well as new kinds of actors in and
demands on city politics. They in turn have posed a profound and
unresolved challenge to the political order in New York City.
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On an everyday level, the postindustrial transformation has under-
mined old constituencies, created new ones, and tested the operating
principles of the political arena. Yet earlier political traditions and in-
stitutional patterns persist; the new forces have yet to play out their full
potential impact on the political order. While it is too early to know with
certainty what that impact will be, we can begin to analyze its dimen-
sions. This essay is an initial and tentative effort to chart the contours
and fault lines of New York City’s emerging postindustrial political or-
der. It concentrates on the post-1969 period, and particularly on the
post-1977 recovery. Since many other studies have described such ge-
neric post-World War II trends as suburbanization, minority influx, and
ghetto expansion, and the interplay between urban decay and the
growth of the central business district, they will largely be assumed.’
Other crucial issues, such as whether sectoral shifts in the economy
have displaced some groups to the advantage of others, need much
more research and can be described only tentatively. Finally, since polit-
ical prognostication is treacherous, the following thoughts should be
considered a memorandum of needed research, not a finished ar-
gument.

For the last two decades in which the postindustrial transformation
has crystallized, this essay will seek to answer the following questions:

1. How has the postindustrial transformation reorganized the social
and economic terrain on which New York’s political order rests?

2. What tensions have thus been generated, and how has New
York's political order mediated or reacted to them?

3. In particular, what are the social roots of the current dominant
coalition in New York City government?

4. What are the prospects for a return of the “reform cycle” that
produced a challenge to that dominant coalition?

To anticipate the conclusion, it will be argued that the postindustrial
transformation has created an enormous underlying tension between a
potential new majority of underrepresented postindustrial constituen-
cies and the group interests currently represented within the political
order and particularly within the prevailing dominant coalition. In es-
sence, the political order stratifies political participation. In the past,
reform coalitions have succeeded in reorganizing New York City politics
to include previously underrepresented groups and interests. Today,
serious obstacles retard the possibility of such a reform thrust.
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The Forces of Postindustrial Transformation

The economic and social aspects of the postindustrial transformation
must be distinguished when analyzing how large cities have arrived at
their current condition. Large cities are economically open and strongly
shaped by market forces that they cannot control, but which large cities
have historically initiated. In general, they are also socially open and
cannot control who enters or leaves their boundaries. Like it or not, they
compete with one another for investment and markets, on the one
hand, and with residents and workers on the other.

It would be a mistake to conclude, however, that outside forces to-
tally shape cities. For one thing, the cities that invent and propagate new
economic forms have a decided competitive advantage. As Lewis Mum-
ford has observed, by concentrating and intensifying productive forces,
big cities play a key role in reorganizing the system as a whole.> New
York certainly benefits from having been the first and largest U.S.
financial market and business decision-making center, which in turn
affords leverage to its political institutions. Second, market forces often
arouse the city’s citizens, creating conflict between the community and
the marketplace. Although city residents must bow to market forces in
the long run, they still make vigorous and sometimes successful efforts
to control the parameters within which market forces operate in the
short run. Political institutions thus navigate a sea of contradictions and
tensions.>

Economic Forces

The postindustrial revolution may be defined as the displacement of the
production of goods by the production of managerial, social, and per-
sonal services as the dominant function of an urban or even a national
economy. By this measure, New York City has been gradually postin-
dustrializing since about 1919, when the absolute and relative concentra-
tion of its manufacturing activities peaked. Since that time, the garment
industry and the other consumer nondurable manufacturing sectors that
provided the greatest number of jobs have first deconcentrated rela-
tively and then declined absolutely.

Table 9.1 shows that the traditional goods production and distribu-
tion activities of New York’s economy have sunk to fractions of their
former numbers. Apparel, with one-tenth of the city’s jobs in 1950, was
cut by two-thirds. Manufacturing fell almost as much. The table also
shows that the 1969-1976 recessions accelerated trends that had been
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Table 9.1 Nonagricultural Employment in New York City Annual
Averages, 1950-1985 (in thousands)

Column Column

Industry 1950 Percent 1970 1977 1980 1986 Percent
TOTAL 3,469 100.0 3,745 3,188 3,302 3,549 100.0
Construction 123 3.5 110 64 77 114 3.2
Manufacturing 1,040 30.0 766 539 496 396 11.2
Nondurable 810 23.3 525 376 351 288 8.1
Apparel 341 9.8 204 153 140 108 3.0

Printing and :

publishing 119 3.4 121 90 94 91 2.6
Durable 230 6.6 241 163 145 108 3.0
Transportation 232 6.7 203 157 150 127 3.6
Communications 66 1.9 95 76 82 79 2.2
Utilities 34 1.0 26 26 25 24 0.7
Wholesale trade 322 9.3 302 248 246 246 6.9
Retail trade 433 12.5 434 372 368 402 11.3

Finance, Insurance,

Real Estate 336 9.7 460 414 448 519 14.6
Services 507 14.6 785 783 894 1,076 30.3
Government 374 10.8 563 508 516 569 16.0

Source: New York State Department of Labor. 1950 T,C,U, and wholesale and retail em-
ployment figures estimated. 1986 Communications figure adjusted for comparability.

evident for quite some time. Only twice in more than two decades has
annual employment in manufacturing risen. Goods wholesaling and
movement declined steadily along with goods production. The water-
front life depicted in the 1954 film On the Waterfront is practically gone.
One recent study shows that all goods-related employment has fallen
from 35.4 percent of the total in 1969 to 21.8 percent in 1985, while
personal services, information, and financial now make up almost 80
percent.*

Table 9.1 also shows that the market and service functions that first
developed in New York’s mercantile period now dominate its economy.
In contrast to manufacturing, which has fallen from one-third to only
one-ninth of the city’s employment base over three decades, financial
activities have risen from 9.7 percent to 14.6 percent of the total, other
private services from 14.6 percent to 30.3 percent, and government from
10.8 percent to 16.0 percent. Together, these three service sectors ac-
counted for almost two-thirds of the city’s employment in 1986.
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One major thrust behind these trends has been the importance of
what Matthew Drennan and his colleagues have called the “corporate
headquarters complex.”’® This grouping includes the “chief administra-
tive office and allied,” or headquarters, employment of industrial corpo-
rations, corporate services like management consulting, and ancillary
services like hotels and restaurants. Within this complex, however, di-
vergent trends may be discerned. Both the number of industrial corpora-
tions headquartered in New York and the number of people working in
them have declined significantly in the last two decades; twelve Fortune
500 industrial firms left between 1976 and 1981 alone, reducing the num-
ber of those remaining to seventy-two. However, the number of head-
quarters of the largest banks, life insurance firms, and diversified
financial firms has held steady, while banking and securities employ-
ment has burgeoned. The advanced corporate services have also grown
rapidly, suggesting that their role is far more important than that of
merely serving the industrial corporations headquartered in the city.
Indeed, New York City is not only far and away the most important
financial center in the country, it is also the premier location of the
largest, most specialized, and most international corporate service
firms.®

The main dimensions of service sector growth can be seen in Table
9.2, which recategorizes the standard presentation of sectors to make
clear the relative contribution of the different kinds of services. It shows
that the advanced corporate services (law, management consulting, and
accounting) and banking have grown rapidly, adding well over half of
the gross gains in employment. But Table 9.2 also shows that other
services are important. New York has a nationally dominant concentra-
tion of book, newspaper, and magazine publishing firms, advertising
agencies, television network and news division headquarters, film-
making activities, and communications firms, from AT&T on down.
Some of these activities are strongly linked with the fashion industry
and such merchandising powerhouses as Macy’s. (New York was, after
all, the place where A. T. Stewart invented the department store.) Thus
by propagating the culture of consumption, the mass media take their
place alongside the capital market and advanced corporate services.

Entertainment, high and low culture, and tourism also burnish the
aesthetic dimension of advanced capitalist urbanization in New York. Its
rich supply of eating and drinking establishments, hotels, movie the-
aters, and other amusements serve resident corporate employees and
visitors alike. Because many new immigrants to New York are willing or
compelled to work in the restaurant industry at low wages, they in effect
subsidize the corporate sector, or at any rate give it an alternative to fast
food franchises.” Substantially more people hold officially counted jobs



Table 9.2 Nonagricultural Employment Trends for Rising Sectors

in New York City, 1969, 1977, 1986 (in thousands)

Percent
1977-1986 Percent of
Sector 1969 1977 1986 Annual Services Gain
TOTAL 3,798 3,188 3,549 0.77 n.a.
Goods Production
and Distribution 1,541 1,123 1,033 -0.89 n.a.
Financial Services 466 414 519 2.82 16.7
Banking 97 118 171
Securities 99 70 137
Corporate Services 183 228 470 11.79 38.5
Legal services 28 39 64
Management
consulting and PR 35 22 33
Accounting 23 21 28
Engineering and
Architecture 21 16 21
Protective services 15 20 30
Business services 21 22 35
Communications/Media 249 212 268 2.94 8.9
Communications 86 76 68
Advertising 39 32 42
Publishing 70 52 56
Entertainment, Culture,
and Tourism 185 162 201 2.67 6.2
Restaurants, bars 123 106 128
Hotels 34 24 31
Legitimate theater 10 14 22
Museums 44 5 7
Education and Research 158 206 250 2.37 7.3
Elementary and Sec-
ondary 151 142 140
Colleges — 44 46
Health and Social Ser-
vices 198 240 343 4.77 16.4
Hospitals 104 119 129
Other health services 47 66 101
Social services 47° 55 113
Government (Nonedu-
cational) 398 377 415 1.12 6.0
Local 254 242 285
State 38 51 53
Federal 106 84 77

Source: New York State Department of Labor.

“Estimate.
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in food service than work in the garment industry. The importance of
high culture for New York goes far beyond the employment numbers
indicated in Table 9.2. The legitimate theater, the museums, and the art
industry are symbiotic with the communications and fashion industries
and invigorate the city’s powers of cultural attraction and projection. In
a city whose managers and professionals and business visitors can be
cosmopolitan to the point of rootlessness, these cultural amenities pro-
vide a grounding.

Table 9.2 reveals two other key pillars of the postindustrial transfor-
mation: government and private, nonprofit social services. Public sector
services have experienced the roller coaster of retrenchment and recov-
ery since 1969. From a high of 149,400 workers in 1969, for example,
public elementary and secondary education fell to 124,000 in 1977, but
recovered to 155,000, mostly after 1983. Government noneducational
employment also fell in the mid-1970s crisis, but it too has now re-
covered all its lost ground, mostly in the last several years. Public services
account for one of every six jobs in the city’s economy. Meanwhile, the
health and nonprofit social service sector grew more rapidly than any
other sector except corporate services, adding one-sixth of all the gross
jobs gained since the mid-1970s low point. New York’s twenty-two ma-
jor medical centers constitute a major export industry, training one-
tenth of the nation’s interns and residents. As we shall see, government
and the health and social service sectors have been an important source
of employment for native and immigrant black residents of New York
and for other minorities.

In examining the trends enumerated in Tables 9.1 and 9.2, the impor-
tance of the mid-1970s economic and fiscal crisis cannot be overstated.
The recessions of the early 1970s had a major impact on employment
patterns, costing New York one-sixth of its employment, capacity to
add value, and earnings. Thousands of the small firms that had char-
acterized both nondurable and durable manufacturing were wiped
out. Only subsectors with strong links to upscale markets (designer
gowns, jewelry, furs) or advanced services (printing of corporate reports
or stock prospectuses) could survive. '

In the subsequent recovery, business services and finance clearly
dominated New York’s economic development. The widespread con-
version of loft manufacturing space to offices and luxury residences
clearly indicates their market power in the intersectoral competition for
space. Their growth over the last decade has been astonishing. Even the
securities industry, where employment declined because of automation
as well as the bear market during the late 1960s and early 1970s, has
tumbled over itself to serve the post-1977 expansion, with an average
employment growth of 11 percent per year.
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The economic crisis of the mid-1970s also profoundly influenced the
public sector. In the volumes of the Setting Municipal Priorities project,
Charles Brecher and Raymond Horton have given an overview of the
impacts as of the early 1980s: taxes were reduced as a percentage of
personal income, public spending declined in real terms, employment
was pared by as much as 25 percent even in core services like police and
fire, and redistributive spending was held down while public invest-
ment in economic expansion was stressed.® If the fiscal crisis was an
implicit veto cast by capital investors against the public spending pat-
terns of the late 1960s, then it succeeded, at least until the last few years.
The crisis of the mid-1970s closed out an old era and set the stage for a
new one in politics as well as economics.

At one time, it was fashionable to argue that New York City had been
reduced to a social services “sandbox” or an “Indian reservation.”
Tables 9.1 and 9.2 show instead that New York City’s economy retains
powerful competitive advantages. It is the leading national money mar-
ket, and one of three that dominate internationally. A large portion of its
large corporate headquarters has departed for the suburbs, but New
York retains twice as many as the next largest center, Chicago. The
remaining companies tend to be larger and more successful than those
that have left, and departing firms in the metropolitan area still consume
its corporate services. Commercial banking, investment banking, corpo-
rate law, management consulting, accounting, advertising, communica-
tions, architecture, and construction all interlock with and reinforce one
another. New York is the main base for the international aspects of these
activities, providing a key link between the United States and the rest of
the world, particularly Europe. It is extremely well equipped with the
communications and transportation infrastructure that international op-
erations require. Finally, its rich supply of cultural and consumption
amenities reinforces these other advantages. New York City may have
lost relative ground as other large cities develop similar strengths, but its
primacy has not been threatened.

Social Forces

Social and demographic changes have paralleled and intersected this
economic transformation. The decline of manufacturing, the rise of ser-
vices, and changes in the organization of work within the service indus-
tries have had an enormous impact on the occupational structure of the
city’s labor market. Simultaneously, large demographic changes have
reshaped the population inside and outside the labor force. The meeting
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of these two forces has reorganized the mosaic of ethnic specialization in
occupations and industries.

This confluence has powerfully altered New York City’s social ter-
rain. For example, the white, ethnic, blue collar working class has been
greatly reduced. An analysis of the 1980 microdata sample of the census
reveals that less than one-third of all white, male, native New Yorkers of
Anglo-Saxon, Irish, or Russian (Jewish) ancestry identified themselves
as craftworkers or operatives, and the figure was only slightly higher for
Italian Americans. The percentage for women from these backgrounds
was minuscule. Thus one-sixth of all white New Yorkers could be
classed as traditional workers. As the white ethnic working class has
aged and decreased in size, its children have entered managerial and
professional occupations. Minorities, particularly Hispanics, have re-
placed retreating whites within the shrinking manufacturing labor force.
Even more important, a whole new white collar, largely female, working
class has been created in the service sectors. White women make up
about half of this labor force and tend to hold the better jobs; black and,
to a lesser extent, other minority women make up a quarter of this new
service sector proletariat, and their numbers are growing. (Men make up
the rest). The service sectors have also produced a new managerial and
professional class into which the educated children of native-born, albeit
often ethnic, whites have moved. Before looking at these changes, how-
ever, let us consider shifts revealed by a comparison of the 1970 and 1980
censuses.

Numerous items stand out in this comparison, presented in Table 9.3:
New York in 1980 was 26 percent less white, 11 percent more black, and
1.6 percent more Puerto Rican than ten years before. It was a much more
Caribbean, Hispanic, and Asian city. For the first time since World War
I, the percentage of foreign-born jumped dramatically, from 18.2 percent
to 23.6 percent. If the 860,000 Puerto Ricans and the estimated 750,000
undocumented aliens are added to this figure, perhaps 45 percent of the
city’s population was born outside the fifty states, a figure comparable to
the late nineteenth century. As Saskia Sassen-Koob has argued, New
York City has led the first world’s penetration of the third world, and in
turn the third world has penetrated New York City.’

The city is also poorer, as lower income black and Hispanic house-
holds replaced better off white households. The number of persons
officially in poverty rose by 19.5 percent, while the number of female-
headed households rose 30.9 percent, as did the rate at which they
experienced poverty. But, in a sense, the city also became richer, be-
cause the number of nonfamily, often multi-earner households in-
creased 30.0 percent and household size fell 9.1 percent, due mostly to
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Table 9.3 Census Profile of New York City, 1970 and 1980

Percent
Subject 1970 1980 Change
Total Population 7,894,862 7,071,639 -10.4
Non-Hispanic White Population 4,972,509 3,668,945 —26.2
(63.0) (51.9)
Non-Hispanic Black Population 1,525,745 1,694,127 11.0
Hispanic Population 1,278,630 1,406,024 10.0
Puerto Rican 846,731 860,552 1.6
Non-Puerto Rican 476,913 545,472 14.4
Asian and Pacific Islanders 115,830 300,406 159.3
Foreign-born 1,437,058 1,670,199 16.2
(18.2) (23.6)
Median Household Income
(1980 dollars) $19,170 $16,818 -12.3
Per Capita Income $7,397 $7,271 -1.7
Persons in Poverty 1,164,673 1,391,981 19.5
Percent Below Poverty Line
All persons 14.9 20.0
All families 11.5 17.2
Female-headed with children 45.7 55.1
Total Households 2,836,872 2,788,530 -1.7
Family households 2,043,765 1,757,564 -14.0
Married couple families 1,603,387 1,203,387 -25.0
MCF's with children < 18 774,496 535,581 -30.8
Female-headed households 353,692 462,933 30.9
FHH’s with children < 18 209,006 307,709 47.2
Non-family households 793,107 1,030,966 30.0
Average Persons per Household 2.74 2.49 =91
Males in Labor Force 1,988,774 1,732,165 -12.9
(% males > 16) (74.1) (69.5)
Females in Labor Force 1,355,654 1,435,533 5.9
(% females > 16) (42.2) 47.1)

Sources: N.Y.C. Department of City Planning, first five entries, which made adjustments of
census data based on microdata distributions. 1980 U.S. Census of population for the
remainder.
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the decline in fertility. Real per capita income thus fell only slightly.
Income inequality rose, however, with the growing relatively poor
minority population balanced off by the slowly declining but much bet-
ter off white, multi-earner, managerial and professional households.
Since 1977, per capita real incomes have been growing more rapidly
than the national average, but dividends and interest have contributed
more to this pace than wages or transfer payments, again suggesting a
more unequal income distribution.’® Indicative as these figures may be,
more research on income distribution and income changes for different
groups over time is badly needed.

What picture, then, do these figures paint? The trends resemble those
for most other large central cities during the crises of the 1970s. White
families departed by the hundreds of thousands, and the remaining
white population aged. Minority families, particularly immigrants from
the Caribbean as well as Hong Kong, Korea, and India, grew rapidly
within the population. (The native black and Puerto Rican population
experienced net out-migration if fertility and mortality are taken into
consideration.) New York again became a city of immigrants, this time
nonwhite.

Like the society as a whole, household patterns changed substan-
tially, with nonfamily and other nontraditional households predominat-
ing over traditional patterns. Some of these new household types suffer
from poverty and dependency, but not all. As women have entered the
labor force and multi-earner households have formed, a new middle and
upper middle class stratum of baby boom professionals has been
created. Though resembling their white middle class predecessors in
some respects, their lifestyles and childbearing patterns, and hence in
what they want from their neighborhood and city, differ.!* New York
City reflects national patterns in the growth of this cohort: between 1970
and 1980, thirty-to-thirty-four-year-olds increased by 19.4 percent, and
twenty-five-to-thirty-four-year-olds by 11.9 percent. However, Dan
Chall has recently pointed out that this group grew more slowly in New
York than in the nation and/or than would be extrapolated from the size
of these cohorts in 1970. He also shows that the growth of high income
households lagged behind the surrounding suburbs and the nation as a
whole.'? Nevertheless, the number of college-educated New Yorkers
rose by roughly 50 percent over the decade, to 750,000, and the forma-
tion of young professional households has certainly accelerated since
1980.

It would be wrong to conclude that New York City’s white, ethnic
“Archie Bunker” population has disappeared. The city remains half
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non-Hispanic white; of these, approximately 33 percent are Jews of Rus-
sian and other East European extraction, 27.4 percent are of Italian an-
cestry, and 17.7 percent have an Irish background.'® These groups have
moved into managerial, professional, and governmental positions while
retaining a hold on strongly unionized craft positions in the blue collar
labor force. They certainly remain a strong, even dominant force in the
city’s political culture, with a conservative disposition clearly illustrated
in Jonathan Rieder’s study of Canarsie.'*

These aggregate trends have taken on a specific geography within
the city. Traditional centers of the black population in Harlem and Bed-
ford-Stuyvesant have spread out, leading to racial transition in sur-
rounding neighborhoods like Washington Heights and East Flatbush.
New centers of black population also grew over the decade; middle class
black families moved into Queens, for example, over the decade. The
old ghetto centers were depopulated and in many instances subjected to
severe housing abandonment and destruction. Hispanic settlement pat-
terns paralleled but also diverged from black patterns. Puerto Ricans
have diffused out of the traditional Hispanic cores of the South Bronx,
East Harlem, and the Lower East Side. Hispanic immigrant groups,
however, have settled in distinct places. Dominicans predominate in
Washington Heights, overlapping with Puerto Ricans, and higher in-
come groups like Colombians, Peruvians, and Ecuadorians have con-
centrated in Jackson Heights, Queens. Jamaicans and other West In-
dians, along with Haitians, are concentrated along Nostrand Avenue
in central Brooklyn. Greeks, Indians, Chinese, and other nonblack
and Hispanic immigrants have also settled in Astoria and Flushing.
Soviet Jews are concentrated in Brighton Beach and to a lesser degree
in Canarsie.

In the midst of the tremendous racial and ethnic succession in for-
merly white ethnic neighborhoods like Brownsville and Flatbush, other
neighborhoods have become ethnic redoubts. Kornblum and Beshers’s
essay in this volume shows how the white ethnic population has settled
along the city’s oceanside rim, from Bay Ridge and Bensonhurst through
Canarsie and South Ozone Park to the Nassau bayside. Other neighbor-
hoods, like the Upper East Side or Riverdale, remain upper class pre-
serves, while a few old ethnic enclaves, like Arthur Avenue in the Bronx
or Greenpoint in Brooklyn, remain.

The growing young professional stratum has colonized neighbor-
hoods initially built for the late nineteenth century upper middle class,
especially those where blacks and Hispanics never fully replaced whites.
This stratum also created demand for converting loft factory buildings
in well located, architecturally distinctive areas, particularly those with-
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Table 9.4 White Male Occupational Distribution

(Jewish)
Occupation WASPs Italians Irish Russian
Manager 10.7% 8.8% 8.4% 12.5%
Professional 9.2 5.2 5.6 13.4
Technician 4.0 2.2 2.8 4.1
Salesperson 13.1 10.3 8.6 24.2
Clerical and Office 18.4 16.9 19.3 16.9
Service Worker 14.9 12.7 19.6 6.1
Craftworker 11.9 19.8 15.3 11.5
Operative 16.7 23.0 18.8 10.8
Percent Male Population (2.15) (16.96) (8.18) (4.29)

Source: 1980 U.S. Census Public Use Microdata Sample. Farming occupations are ex-
cluded; all are New York-born of indicated ancestry.

out surrounding minority population. Where the housing stock was
sufficiently grand and the proximity to white neighborhoods close, how-
ever, white middle class professionals have reinvaded predominantly
black neighborhoods, as in Clinton Hill, Fort Greene, and Prospect
Heights in Brooklyn. Incumbent upgrading is also taking place in black
middle class areas.

Where do these geographically segregated groups stand in the chang-
ing economic structure? A first distinction must be made between the
declining but still dominant white ethnic groups and the various rising
minority groups. Because men and women have different positions,
gender must also be distinguished in each group. Tables 9.4 and 9.5
present occupational breakdowns for these groups. (Similar tables on
industry are given in the Appendix.)

The declining number of white men tend, as might be expected, to
occupy the higher occupational ranks, but white women more heavily
populate the growing industry sectors. Minority women are similarly
well positioned relative to minority men and have had a little more
success in becoming managers and professionals. All white groups have
better occupational and industry locations than any minority group.
There are important differences among white ethnic groups, however.

Russian Jews have done best, WASPs follow, Irish are somewhat
farther back, and Italian ancestry individuals trail the others. Among the
minorities, blacks are currently positioned in higher occupations and
more rapidly growing sectors than Hispanics; native-born groups are
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Table 9.5 White Female Occupational Distribution

(Jewish)
Occupation WASPs Italians Irish Russian
Manager 7.9% 5.8% 6.5% 7.3%
Professional 13.6 7.7 13.8 21.1
Technician 2.6 1.9 1.8 2.9
Salesperson 12.1 11.8 10.4 12.4
Clerical and Office 46.7 51.3 52.2 48.6
Service Worker 10.8 10.1 11.4 4.3
Craftworker 1.8 1.9 1.2 1.0
Operative 4.4 9.0 2.6 1.7
Percent Female Population (2.35) (16.14) (9.56) (5.56)

Source: 1980 U.S. Census Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS). Farming occupations
excluded; all are New York-born of indicated ancestry.

also better positioned than noncitizen immigrants. However, over the
decade there is evidence that minority immigrant groups achieved more
upward mobility than did natives.

Among white men, Table 9.4 shows that from one-seventh (Italian
ancestry) to one-quarter (Russian Jewish) are managers and profession-
als. Interestingly, many men hold clerical and office administrative jobs,
ranging from 16.9 percent of those with Russian ancestry to 19.3 percent
of those with Irish backgrounds. From 10 to 20 percent of these men
(particularly Italians) remain in craftsman positions, typically strongly
unionized positions in the building trades. Except for the Russian Jews,
about one in six are also in service occupations such as janitors or bar-
tenders, which might be considered blue collar but are not industrial.
Fewer than one in five are on assembly lines or operate machines.

Table 9.5 shows clearly that ethnic white women are concentrated in
growing white collar occupations, particularly clerical work. All four
groups of women predominantly hold “white collar working class” or
“lower middle class” office jobs. More than one in five hold managerial
or professional jobs, with Russian ancestry people (a proxy for Jews)
doing best, WASPs doing next best, and Italians trailing the Irish. This
pattern parallels and (except for the Irish) slightly trails that of the men,
with fewer managers but more professionals. Even fewer white ethnic
women are operatives.

Though Tables 9.6 and 9.7 indicate that minority men and women
show rough similarities to their white counterparts, there are also sig-
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Table 9.6 Minority Male Occupational Distribution

Occupation NY Black  Jamaican Puerto Rican Dominican Chinese
Manager 6.6% 6.0% 6.5% 4.5% 11.3%
Professional 7.4 5.5 3.1 1.8 8.0
Technician 2.0 3.3 1.0 0.6 3.0
Salesperson 5.7 5.5 5.3 7.8 6.5
Clerical and Office 22.9 15.5 11.9 8.3 7.1
Service Worker 21.6 15.5 25.0 25.8 43.4
Craftworker 9.4 20.0 15.3 13.6 6.0
Operative 22.8 23.2 30.8 36.9 14.1
Percent Total Male (11.35) (2.38) (10.46) (3.23) (2.58)

Source: 1980 PUMS File. NY blacks are those born in New York; Puerto Ricans are island-born;
Jamaicans, Dominicans, and Chinese are born abroad. Farming occupations are excluded.

nificant differences from whites and among minority groups. Among
minority males, New York-—born blacks and Jamaican immigrants most
resemble the white males, but they are more likely to be operatives and
service workers and less likely to be managers and/or professionals.
Hispanics are even more concentrated in the operative and service
worker categories. A surprising proportion of native black and Jamaican
males have found clerical and administrative positions in offices. Blacks
are generally better off than Hispanics, and Puerto Rican immigrants are
better off than Dominicans.

A third of Hispanic males are concentrated in the classic but declining
industrial operative category. Conversely, fewer are clerical workers and
even fewer are managers or professionals. Chinese immigrant males

Table 9.7 Minority Female Occupational Distribution

Occupation NY Black Jamaican Puerto Rican Dominican Chinese
Manager 5.0% 3.0% 3.0% 1.2% 5.3%
Professional 11.9 13.4 5.6 2.4 6.6
Technician 2.3 3.1 1.4 0.5 1.6
Salesperson 9.3 5.6 7.6 5.7 7.3
Clerical and Office 44.5 28.0 26.1 14.7 14.7
Service Worker 18.5 40.2 16.2 12.7 674.2
Craftworker 1.3 1.1 4.4 6.3 3.4
Operative 6.7 5.5 35.4 56.4 54.6
Percent Total Female (14.08) (3.68) (8.67) (3.85) (2.52)

Source: 1980 PUMS file. NY blacks are those born in New York; Puerto Ricans are island-born;
Jamaicans, Dominicans, and Chinese are born abroad. Farming occupations are excluded.
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offer another contrast: almost half are service workers, mostly waiters
and cooks in restaurants, but they also have the highest minority rates of
managerial and professional work.

Minority women show like similarities and differences with white
ethnic women. Like white women, native-born black and Jamaican
women are concentrated in white collar occupations. Few are factory
workers or craftspersons. Many are clerical or office workers and sub-
stantially more are professionals than is true of their male counterparts.
The largest concentration of Jamaican women are service workers, many
of whom provide child care. (Jamaican women are also twice as likely as
Jamaican men to be professionals.) Like their male counterparts, both
groups of black women differ strongly from Hispanic women. The latter
are even more heavily concentrated than Hispanic males in the opera-
tives category. Over half of all Dominican women were operatives in
1980, primarily in the apparel industry. Chinese women are also quite
heavily concentrated in this trade.

Similar patterns can be observed by analyzing the distribution of the
groups across industries presented in Tables A.1 to A.4 in the Appendix.
These tables substantiate many of our stereotypes about ethnic speciali-
zation in the occupational order: WASP males dominate the banking
and securities industries and corporate services; Italian ancestry males
are important in manufacturing, construction, retailing (not all the fruit
stands are run by Koreans!), and carting and goods movement; Irish
ancestry males are well represented in transportation and in banking
and the civil service; Russian Jews figure strongly in the apparel indus-
try, wholesale and retail trade, and the professions, particularly doctors.
As the previous discussion has made clear, white women are strongly
represented in the growing business service sectors, particularly bank-
ing and the advanced corporate services, and in such areas of ““women’s
work” as elementary education and social services. Twenty-one percent
of working Russian ancestry women are in the educational system.

As with occupations, the industry specializations of black and His-
panic men and women differ. Blacks are more heavily concentrated than
Hispanics in the services, particularly in government, social services,
and health. All minorities are underrepresented in the financial indus-
tries, but native blacks and Jamaican immigrants, especially women,
have done best. Jamaican males lean more toward manufacturing, espe-
cially nondurable manufacturing, while almost 30 percent of Jamaican
females work in the health sector. (Fourteen percent are also private
household workers.) Interestingly, native blacks and Puerto Ricans did
better in the civil service than did black immigrants. Over 10 percent of
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the native black men and women work for government agencies outside
the schools and hospitals, figures that are generally twice those of other
groups (except for Irish males).

These figures help us to see how different groups are positioned with
respect to the structural change in the economy. In general, white men
occupy the best positions in the fastest growing sectors, but they also oc-
cupy senior (and, we may infer, well-protected) positions in blue collar
sectors like construction, trucking and transport, and utilities. If the
relationships were controlled for generation, we would undoubtedly
find older workers in blue collar crafts positions and younger ones in
corporate professions. Thus white men are relatively protected in declin-
ing sectors and well placed in rising sectors.

From a sectoral viewpoint, white women are even better positioned,
since so few are in declining sectors. Yet women are restricted largely to
clerical positions in the most prosperous sectors, like the securities in-
dustry, while their gains as professionals have often come in sectors,
like education, where their ascent has been accompanied by relative and
sometimes absolute declines in the salaries of these professions. Even
s0, women have made some gains in corporate professions like law and
banking. Perhaps less well situated than white men at present, they are
concentrated in sectors and occupations where demand, and thus mar-
ket power, are likely to be greatest in the future.

Blacks, whether native- or foreign-born, occupy lower occupational
rungs. The men tend more to be operatives and service workers and the
women clerical workers, but blacks are less prevalent in manufacturing
than whites and much less than Hispanics. Indeed, a larger proportion
of black women hold professional positions than do white men, though
they are obviously much lower status and less well paid jobs. Native-
and foreign-born blacks have been much more able to penetrate the
public and nonprofit services than the corporate services, which remain
strongly white. Native-born black men hold fewer manufacturing and
construction jobs and more public service positions.

Hispanics, especially Hispanic women, appear along with Chinese
women to be worst positioned. They are heavily concentrated in the
declining nondurable and durable manufacturing sectors, where they
have undoubtedly replaced whites who have moved to sectors with
more opportunity. Immigrant Dominican and Chinese women work in a
highly competitive garment industry that probably could not survive in
New York without exploiting their labor. Puerto Ricans, as citizens,
have done better than Dominicans and Chinese, but not as well as any
of the others, including Jamaican immigrants.
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The city’s changing economic structure thus creates substantial mate-
rial differences of interest along gender and ethnic lines as well as along
the more obvious cleavages of nativity and race in the competition for
good positions in the emerging lattice of industries and occupations.
Gender differences pervade all racial groups, with white and black
women being better represented in the corporate service sectors but
being largely excluded, at least to date, from the top occupations. Pro-
fessional status has been achieved mainly in education and the social
services, which have been vulnerable to retrenchment. Black women are
particularly relegated to lower level service positions. But even they are
better off than the Dominican and Chinese women sitting behind sew-
ing machines. Hispanic women, whether citizen or alien, have found
greatest access in declining industry sectors and are poorly represented
in clerical positions in the expanding sectors.

These figures also show strong and important differences among
ethnic groups. Male WASPs and Jews of Russian extraction are dispro-
portionately represented in the professions and corporate management.
Those of Italian and Irish ancestry are more heavily represented in the
crafts positions and public agencies. White women are making far more
progress than black women in the professions, with Russian ances-
try Jews doing best and WASPs and Irish behind them; Italian ancestry
women lag behind native black and even Jamaican women. Among
blacks and Hispanics, blacks are doing better than Hispanics and citi-
zens better than immigrants, although Puerto Ricans are lower than
Jamaicans in the industry occupational order.

We can now summarize how the postindustrial transformation of
New York City’s economy has affected different groups:

1. The structural change in the economy has undermined the old
lattice of occupational niches within industry sectors and created a
new one; demographic trends have simultaneously diminished
old groups while creating new ones. Declining groups (older white
ethnics) have sought to defend their favored industry/occupational
position while new groups (native and immigrant minority
groups) compete to improve theirs. These new groups bring
widely different assets to this competition and face different kinds
of labor market barriers.

2. Race and class divisions overlap to a considerable degree. Blacks
and Hispanics are both concentrated in the lower occupations and,
particularly for Hispanics, in declining industries. Problematic eco-
nomic incorporation is probably closely related to poverty, wel-
fare dependency, and female-headed households. The resulting
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“underclass” (a misnomer) does not seem to be diminished by
overall economic growth; rather, inequality appears to be growing.

3. Manufacturing decline disproportionately harms Hispanics and
Chinese, particularly immigrant workers. Their displacement will
be slowed only to the extent that they accept lower wages and
poorer working conditions. Their weak labor market position may
put them at odds with other groups.

4. Growing minority groups are sorted across occupations and indus-
tries according to ethnicity, gender, and nativity as well as race.
Black women are positioned better than black men and Hispanic
women somewhat better than Hispanic men; blacks are better po-
sitioned than Hispanics. Although these groups are all weakly
represented in the managerial and professional ranks of the grow-
ing advanced corporate services, they differ substantially in their
position.

5. The fastest growing groups—black, Hispanic, and Asian immi-
grants—lack citizenship rights. Many Dominicans and Chinese
are concentrated in the most vulnerable economic sectors, such
as the garment industry, but the latter seem to be experiencing
much more intergenerational migration to stronger sectors and
occupations.

6. While the resulting new ethnic division of labor (or ethnic/
occupational mosaic) may be characterized as a new form of class
inequality, it is cross-cut by racial, ethnic, gender, and nativity
differences. The class basis for political mobilization can thus
be attenuated by intraclass divisions. While the political under-
representation or exclusion of many groups may stem from
low economic status, many are formally excluded through lack of
citizenship.

The Impact on the Political Order

The differential impact of economic restructuring on various groups
holds a twofold challenge for the political order in New York City. First,
emerging forms of social inequality are bound to create new conflicts
that will erupt, at least indirectly, in the political system. Second, the
widening gap between the electorate’s social base and the city’s overall
resident population is creating the conditions for future upheaval when
excluded groups finally enter the electoral arena. This essay cannot pre-
dict how such a political development might unfold, but it can begin to
assess the political impact of the postindustrial transformation by look-



242  THE POSTINDUSTRIAL ERA

ing at how the different groups are currently located in New York’s
electoral arena.

Components of the Electorate

Economic and demographic trends will clearly reorganize the city’s elec-
torate over the long term. Within the resident population as a whole,
whites are now less than a majority. Within that minority, the working
class constituency upon which regular Democratic organizations were
originally constructed has become a waning influence. Presumably, this
will ultimately be reflected in the composition of the electorate. But
Table 9.8 shows that this is not yet the case.

Although whites are only half of New York’s population, they made
up almost three-quarters of the 1980 presidential general electorate be-
cause they are older than other groups, more likely to be citizens, and
registered and turned out to vote more frequently. Only registration and
turnout are subject to short-term improvement in other groups, and
even they are not easy to alter. As a result, over at least the next decade,
a successful insurgent candidate would need to mobilize many white
votes along with minority support.

Table 9.8 The New York City Presidential Electorate, 1980

Adjusted For

Population Age Citizenship  Registration = Turnout

Whites 51.9% 56.8% 59.6% 65.6% 71.6%
(80.5) (91.8) (60.8) (54.4)
Blacks 23.9% 21.9% 22.5% 21.5% 19.6%
(67.4) (90.2) (52.7) 45.7)
Hispanics 19.9% 17.4% 14.0% 8.9% 4.8%
(64.2) (70.1) (34.9) (26.8)

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, CPS Series P-20, no. 370, “Voting and Registration in
the Election of November, 1980,” Table 3, p. 23. Adjustments in right three columns for
northeastern central cities of SMSAs larger than one million. Mean values in parentheses.

THE WHITE ELECTORATE Perhaps as much as one-third of the white
population is Jewish, largely of east European ancestry. This population
has become increasingly middle class and professional and has perhaps
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adapted best of all the groups to the postindustrial transformation of the
city. Yet there are important differences within this group by genera-
tion, sex, and religious orientation. The older, more traditional groups
have become more conservative, having fled or been forced from their
old neighborhoods by racial succession. The 20 percent of working Jew-
ish women who are schoolteachers are an important constituency within
the American Federation of Teachers; the 1968 Ocean Hill-Brownsville
dispute drove a wedge between them and blacks. This constituency has
been a major and fervid supporter of the Koch administration.

Because it usually decides who will hold power in City Hall, the
Democratic mayoral primary electorate is the most important. Jews
made up 29 percent of the city’s 1985 Democratic mayoral primary elec-
torate.!® As a rough guess, perhaps two-thirds of the Jewish voters
might be classified as traditional and one-third are younger, nontradi-
tional, more liberal and independent voters. Thus one-fifth of all votes
come from relatively traditional and conservative Jews and one-tenth
from more liberal Jews.

Other non-Hispanic white voters are typically Catholics of Italian,
Irish, and other ethnic backgrounds. (White protestants account for only
6 percent of the electorate.) These Catholic households have been more
defensive than Jews regarding racial transition in the neighborhoods
and the labor markets, less well positioned to benefit from the expand-
ing service sectors, and more dependent on regular Democratic political
influence to guard their position. They constituted 24 percent of the
mayoral primary votes in 1985. Lacking the liberal garment union tradi-
tion, they are more conservative than traditional Jews. Not since the La
Guardia years have Italians been outsiders for whom only a reform
administration could provide the entry point to recognition. A New York
Times poll summarized Mayor Koch’s supporters as “older voters, the
less educated ones, Roman Catholics, those skeptical about unions,
and also those belonging to union households.” '® These attributes accu-
rately describe the large and dominant but nonetheless declining and
threatened white ethnic residents of New York.

The remaining whites might be called the “gentry.” They are the
baby boom cohort, aged twenty-four to forty, highly educated, concen-
trated in the rapidly growing service sector professions, often in non-
traditional households. Education and lifestyle distinguish this group
more than income. In the ABC News exit poll, 37 percent of the elector-
ate was twenty-five to thirty-nine in 1985, 40 percent had a college
degree or more, and 19 percent identified themselves as “young profes-
sionals under 40,”” while 13 percent described themselves as ““feminists
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who support the ERA.””!” Over and above the liberal Jews who fit this
category, there are enough white non-Jewish baby boom professionals
to make up 10 percent or more of the electorate.

White votes, two-thirds of the Democratic mayoral primary elector-
ate, thus lean toward the conservative end of the spectrum; white con-
servatives by themselves constitute at least 40 percent of the electorate.
Perhaps 20 percent of the electorate are liberal older Jews or baby boom
professionals open to a more liberal appeal. (Such people supported
reform thrusts like the Stevenson campaign, the Robert Kennedy and
Lindsay campaigns, and the current reform bloc in Democratic party
affairs.) Since women made up 54 percent of the primary voters and
white women supported Mayor Koch less than white men did, there is a
modest gender gap as well.

BLACKS IN THE ELECTORATE Table 9.8 shows that structural reasons
have put blacks at a disadvantage in the electorate: they have fewer
attributes that make for frequent voting, and the electoral system has
given them few candidates to be excited about. As a result, they have
not achieved a political breakthrough commensurate with their num-
bers. The impact of reform may even have weakened their position by
undermining the balanced tickets previously fielded by the regular
Democrats. Black leadership appears to be highly fragmented and di-
vided, a logical consequence of exclusion. However, the 1984 and 1988
Jesse Jackson Democratic presidential primary campaign did suggest
that greater mobilization is possible.

Since 1980, voter registration campaigns have increased the number
of eligible black voters by more than 100,000. The Jackson campaigns
show that a strong black candidate can mobilize this increased registra-
tion. Black assembly districts showed 40 and 50 percent turnout in-
creases in 1984 over the Democratic gubernatorial primary of 1982. If
black registration and turnout were to match or exceed those of whites
consistently, blacks could increase their proportion in the electorate
from the 1985 figure of 23 percent. The 1985 black mayoral candidate did
not, however, galvanize the same kind of participation that Jackson had
a year earlier.

HISPANICS IN THE ELECTORATE Hispanics face even more problems than
blacks because they are younger, poorer, less likely to be citizens, and in
a worse labor market position. Thus they are even less adequately repre-
sented. Correspondingly, as Table 9.8 shows in parentheses, they regis-
ter and turn out rates less than blacks, reducing Hispanics to roughly
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5 percent of the presidential general electorate. (They made up perhaps
13 percent of the mayoral Democratic primary electorate.) In Angelo
Falcon’s view, low participation has created a vicious circle in which
Puerto Rican elected officials are vulnerable because they have a narrow
constituency, and ““the weakness of this elected leadership in turn
serves to dampen Puerto Rican and Latino enthusiasm for participation
in the electoral process.”’'® While registration campaigns added many
Hispanic voters to the rolls before the 1984 presidential primary, Jack-
son’s 1984 candidacy did not elicit increased turnout. The third greatest
enrollment increase occurred in the largely Hispanic 68th Assembly Dis-
trict in East Harlem. In the 1984 primary, Reverend Jackson won about
34 percent of a Hispanic vote that was not particularly larger than four
years previously. Continuing low turnout rates, combined with the fact
that the greatest Hispanic population growth is occurring among non-
citizen groups, works against Hispanic influence. Yet because this group
is so underrepresented, it could have an impact on the political order if it
were strongly mobilized.

IMMIGRANT GROUPS As the earlier discussion indicated, the most rap-
idly growing components of the minority population are neither native
blacks nor Puerto Ricans but other Caribbean and Asian migrants. At
present and for the foreseeable future, these groups will be excluded
from the political arena. They are also nonparticipants in government in
the sense that they shy away from making claims on social services, or at
least on welfare. (Their impact on schools and the hospital system is
more substantial.) Nor do immigrants share a unifying collective inter-
est: Haitians differ from Trinidadians who differ from Indians or Hong
Kong Chinese. Each group will make its own way in politics. Many in
these groups remain strongly oriented toward home country politics,
where they can sometimes still vote without having to return home.
Longer term changes in the process of naturalization may encourage
these groups to become a larger factor in city politics. Even so, it is not
clear that they would mobilize along the same lines as native blacks and
Hispanics. They might instead further fragment these racial groups.

Reshaping the Political Arena

Sayre and Kaufman argued that the conflict between revenue-providers
and service-demanders was the fundamental interest cleavage in New
York City politics.’” The corporate world embodied in the Manhattan
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central business district pays much of the city’s property and income
taxes, but it lacks “resident” standing in local politics and swings at best
a small number of votes in city elections. The city’s corporate and mana-
gerial elite must thus find other means to influence public policy and
contain the tax burden needed to finance it.

A common theme in the analysis of the fiscal crisis, whether from the
left or the right, is that spending pressures outran the willingness and
perhaps the ability of those with wealth and income to finance them.
The events leading up to the 1975 receivership and the measures taken
immediately afterward may thus be interpreted as a capital strike against
the city’s previous political trends. Conservative observers like Morris
saw the result as a sensible retreat from unattainable goals, while radical
analysts saw a capitalist attack on modest attempts to achieve social
justice.”® The implication remains that business power was able to re-
cast the city’s spending priorities through such instruments as the
Financial Control Board. Others point to David Rockefeller’s organiza-
tion of the Partnership as an important new representative of business
interests.

However successfully capital might have voted with its feet against
liberal politics, it is a non sequitur to conclude that business is therefore
well organized and politically powerful. Bankruptcy can create only a
transitory opportunity for the exercise of naked economic coercion. The
short run effect may be, and was, large. But over the longer run, previ-
ously competing political actors previously locked in conflict embraced
long enough to take the financial and budgetary measures needed to
regain autonomy. Rapid economic recovery also reduced the credibility
of disinvestment as a political strategy. For business influence to survive
in this environment, it must weave itself into the dominant political
coalition that emerges in the postcrisis era. But as crisis subsides, so
does the incentive for business unity.

Ironically, the currently reigning probusiness political climate may
thus reduce the direct political influence of business. By increasing the
incentive for sectors and firms to pursue their particular interests, it may
lead to the disorganization of corporate interests as a coherent political
force, despite the best efforts of the Partnership and the Citizens Budget
Commission.

The implicit veto the corporate sector exercised over liberal politics
has had one longer term effect: it has reorganized governmental spend-
ing priorities. In summing up six years of work on the priorities revealed
in New York City’s budgets and agency activities, Charles Brecher and
Raymond Horton have argued that retrenchment enabled the city’s
political leaders to rise above the normal log rolling and incrementalism
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and shift the city’s budgetary priorities. They conclude that government
can react to adverse market conditions like private firms, abolishing
noncore functions, redeploying resources, controlling wages, and in-
stalling new financial planning and control systems.”! While they de-
plore the ensuing decline in service quantity, quality, and transfer pay-
ments to the poor, they applaud innovative management behavior.

Another view would stress city government’s retreat from the social
problems facing the city. Government intervention is no longer fashion-
able (except, perhaps, in the form of social control). As Brecher and
Horton and their colleagues have pointed out, government has tilted
toward the core functions of building infrastructure, protecting prop-
erty, and keeping a modicum of order. The Lindsay and Johnson admin-
istrations expanded government to incorporate formerly excluded con-
stituencies. The retrenchment period repealed this strategy without
entirely rolling it back. Mayor Koch has forthrightly criticized the use of
public spending to curry minority support and has presented himself as
the spokesperson for the neglected middle class.

While the Koch administration dismantled the Great Society poverty
agencies, it does still channel hundreds of millions of city dollars to
neighborhood-based nonprofit service providers. The distribution of
these funds has an evident political logic. They do not foster direct
political advocacy nor are they given to challengers or critics of the
administration. In general, such “third party”’ systems of social service
seem designed to reinforce the private marketplace.” To use terms
fashioned by James O’Connor and refined by Friedland, Alford, and
Piven, city policy has shifted from social expenses and the social wage to
social investments fostering private economic expansion.?

The most important impact of the fiscal and economic crises of the last
decade, then, has been the disorganization of the political arena. In a
perceptive study, Julian Baim has argued that V. O. Key’s discussion of
one-party Southern political systems is relevant to New York City. The
decades of reform have succeeded, as Shefter argues in his essay in this
volume, in undermining the dominance of regular Democratic party
organizations over politics in the five boroughs. When combining the
changing demographic characteristics of the city, the result is what Baim
describes as “unstructured, fluid, multi-factional election contests [that]
deteriorate into issueless politics where the electoral process does not
serve as a referendum on critical policy issues.”’?*

The absence of a party organization to represent the views and inter-
ests of those outside the dominant political coalition insulates the lead-
ers of that coalition from having to address those issues. Instead, a
politics of personalities, ethnic affiliations, and invidious intergroup dis-
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tinctions arises to fill the political arena. From this point of view, a
charismatic black mayoral candidacy in 1985 might only have further
reinforced ethnic fragmentation, notwithstanding the positive impact
she or he might have had on black participation.

Martin Shefter’s important study of New York City politics and his
essay in this volume make a similar argument from a more structural
point of view. In his view, the Lindsay era was an ambitious attempt by
the “reform vanguard” of professionals to overturn the pattern of inter-
interest group accommodations characteristic of the postwar years and
to insert formerly excluded black and Puerto Rican constituencies into
the calculus of governance, with corporate and federal support. This
attempt at overturning old interest alignments failed politically, Shefter
feels, and was not consolidated, yet it undermined the status quo. In the
course of the fiscal crisis, powerful actors like the banks and municipal
unions could protect their interests, while those whom the reformers
sought to include, and indeed the reformers themselves, could not.

In Shefter’'s view, the present environment is one of truncated re-
form: the old pluralist pattern has been eroded, recently included
groups have been marginalized but not cast out, and the most power-
ful interests have staked out a new central position, but no permanent
new patterns of accommodation have been formed. In the midst of this
fluid situation, Mayor Koch ascended by pulling together those who felt
most threatened by Lindsay-era reform, only to be harried by the sinful
fruits of the bargains he struck with the regular party organizations
of Queens, the Bronx, and Brooklyn.

It follows from this analysis that, however great Mayor Koch'’s polit-
ical skills, his power is precarious because it is based on personal qual-
ities as opposed to a coherent organization of constituencies sharing
durable lines of common interest. It is situational rather than structural;
his current allies are powerful, but perhaps he is all that ties them
together. His opponents have failed to consolidate a new insurgent
coalition, but perhaps the sequence of scandals will open the way. Such
an effort could only succeed, however, if some of those interests now
supporting the mayor were to find it sufficiently promising to risk join-
ing a new alignment. Many others, of course, would only dig in to
support him.

The Potential for a Resurgence of Reform

Theodore Lowi and Martin Shefter have described a reform cycle in New
York City politics. Triggering events like scandals or fiscal crises allow
interests that are unsatisfied with the prevailing accommodations, as
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managed by the current regular regime, to coalesce with those outside
the regime. This insurgent coalition can span the spectrum from capi-
talists worried about the watering down of the city’s paper to ethnic
groups whom the regulars have failed to incorporate. In the nineteenth
century, their organizational bases included the Citizen’s Union, com-
mittees of good government advocates, the press, and the Republican
party, joining in typically short-lived fusion administrations like those of
Low and Mitchel. La Guardia followed many of these patterns, but had
far broader popular support. He crafted an organizational base in the
American Labor party and was able to develop a working arrangement
with the New Deal.

In the latter 1950s, however, with the democratization of elections to
the New York County Democratic Committee, the Stevenson campaign,
and the subsequent defeat of Carmine De Sapio and the Tammany
organization, the Manhattan Democratic party became the vehicle
through which reformers became political insiders. As a third-term,
late-blooming reformer, Mayor Wagner fostered the organization of
public employees’ unions. Despite his Republican partisan identity,
Lindsay used contracts with community-based nonprofit service provid-
ers to incorporate black and Hispanic community groups into his polit-
ical coalition, a scheme the Democrats joyfully adopted as their own. As
a result, the old reform outsiders are now a new establishment, compro-
mised by all that that entails.

The aborted challenge of the late 1960s and early 1970s has left behind
a legacy of disorganization and decomposition. Around what nuclei,
then, and from what sources might a new reform alignment crystallize?

It is easy to list the possible elements of such an alignment: reform
clubs such as the Village Independent Democrats or the Central Brook-
lyn Independent Democrats; progressive labor unions such as District
Council 37 of AFSCME; black reformers in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and
Queens; Hispanics in the south Bronx and elsewhere, and women, par-
ticularly working women. Structural trends give these elements the ad-
vantage of growing numbers, if not wealth or status. But there are two
problems with this potential alignment.

First, they do not constitute an electoral majority. Second, the inter-
ests that divide them are as great as those that unite them. Even a
smoothly working alliance, however, might not produce a majority of
the electorate. Mayor Koch won 51 percent of the union members,
70 percent of the Hispanics, 54 percent of the city government workers,
56 percent of the young professionals, 44 percent of the feminists, and
even 37 percent of the black votes in the 1985 primary against a black
and a white reform challenger.?® Hispanic voters suggest that the con-
servative influence of Catholicism can outweigh the liberal influence of



250 THE POSTINDUSTRIAL ERA

minority status. More profoundly, a reform coalition cannot succeed
unless weighty interests defect from the present dominant coalition.
Such interests provide the necessary financing, legitimacy, and media
access.

Who might such defectors be? Given their legacy of liberalism, Jewish
voters might be such a valence constituency. But the wedge of racial
division driven into the city over the last several decades casts doubt on
this possibility. Italian voters are less likely defectors, since they are
generally more conservative, although Governor Cuomo has shown that
a liberal Italian candidate can cut into this group. From whatever source,
and for whatever reason, a sizable minority of white, ethnic, middle
class voters must find it in their interest to vote for resurgent reform if it
is to succeed. The growing negative rating for Mayor Koch and the
operation of the wheel of time on the social makeup of the city may
eventually produce enough of a new middle class to make this possible.

The second major impediment to reform lies in the differences among
the potential allies and the fact that the political arena presently rein-
forces such differences. Table 9.9 presents a sobering set of relationships
for those awaiting the rainbow coalition. It comes from work by the
Legislative Task Force on Reapportionment relating demographic and
voting patterns when (as in the 1977 Democratic mayoral primary) each
group can vote for a candidate of its own background.

Table 9.9 Correlation between Race of Candidates and Voters
in the 1977 Mayoral Primary

Population Percentage

Candidate White Black Hispanic
White 0.903 -.773 -.517
Black —.741 0.940 -.012
Hispanic —-.573 0.114 0.862

Source: Roman Hedges and Jeffrey Getis, ‘A Standard for Constructing Minority Legisla-
tive Districts: The Issue of Effective Voting Equality” (Nelson Rockefeller Institute of
Government, SUNY Albany, Working Paper No. 6, 1981), Table 1. Data collected for
candidates of three races across 4,105 groups of election districts with boundaries cotermi-
nous with census blocks.

Table 9.9 clearly shows that each group strongly favors candidates of
its own background: whites vote against blacks and Hispanics; blacks
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and Hispanics vote against whites; and blacks and Hispanics do not
particularly vote for one another. Indeed, in examining districts with
concentrations of both blacks and Hispanics, Hedges and Getis found
that “the proportion of Hispanic residents has a negative effect on the
vote going to a black candidate.””?® It may be argued that these relation-
ships hold only for elections in which each group has its own candidate.
Close inspection of heavily Hispanic assembly districts in the 1984 pri-
mary reveals, however, that Jackson got under 40 percent of the His-
panic vote and that his candidacy produced no mobilization effect. Re-
sults from the 1985 mayoralty and borough presidency races are perhaps
even more disheartening.?” These data suggest that groups can be
mobilized only by charismatic candidates from their own background,
but that such candidates might induce countermobilization in other
groups. An insurgent white candidate might offer a way out of this
catch-22, but this prospect is not particularly palatable to minority
groups who feel they have been politically marginalized for too long
already. A racially balanced slate might overcome such objections, but
reformers have shown little capacity to generate such cross-racial sup-
port relationships. A woman candidate might be able to use gender
issues to bridge racial and ethnic differences.

Other divisions are also important. In particular, it will be difficult to
overcome the class differences between the young urban professionals
and the minority groups. Shefter and others have argued that the public
employee unions’ pension investment in the city’s bailout has made
them hostage to the status quo, or at least has led to a working accom-
modation with the city’s leading bankers that they do not want to
jeopardize. Finally, within all the constituent groups there are serious
problems of fragmentation by ethnic subgroup and leadership factions.
Tensions are evident, for example, between native blacks and West
Indians, and there are certainly many differences among the Hispanic
nationality groups.

Despite these problems, the potential sources of mobilization for a
new reform insurgency are persistent. The Koch administration has
shown a capacity to alienate even its supporters, although perhaps not
systematically enough to do itself in. It certainly has alienated its oppo-
nents, and may do so vigorously enough to convince opposition leaders
to overcome the differences among their constituencies. Time and socio-
economic change will steadily diminish constituencies’ support of the
mayor’s alignment and will expand the potential opposition, a process
that immigration reform and the spread of citizenship might hasten. The
various out groups may find ways, as blacks did with the Jackson can-
didacies, to overcome the demobilization induced by the current struc-
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tural arrangements of local politics. Any revitalization of the national
Democratic party in 1988 or 1992 would surely help. The interest that
public service providers and recipients share in the adequacy of public
services and the potential organizational capacity of nonprofit service
providers will also be constant factors. Finally, a liberal ideology will
continue to be a natural response to the growing social problems of the
postindustrial transformation.

Conclusion

As with the complex new forms of inequality in New York’s ethnic
division of labor, we are left, then, with a complicated picture of political
stratification. In gross terms, the electorate, not to mention elected
officials as a group, does not fully represent New York City’s residents.
It remains two-thirds white, while the city’s resident population is less
than half white. But, like the economic position, the political position of
underrepresented groups varies a great deal, and these differences im-
pede them from forming a collective challenge. Political stratification
also operates at higher and more subtle levels than in the electorate that
underlies them. But even in the electorate, present political patterns
seem to inhibit rather than encourage the expression of the interests of
those who are underrepresented or excluded. The political order thus
mirrors and reinforces economic differences.

Ironically, some minority groups may be making better progress at
penetrating higher occupations and growing industries than at the
higher reaches of the political order. As the electorate becomes progres-
sively distant from the populace, this is likely to create increasing ten-
sions. Just as immigrant Jews and Italians overcame Irish political domi-
nance, in considerable part through the reform cycle, new groups will,
to the extent the political order is genuinely democratic, make their
impact. In contrast to the experience of the Jews and Italians, however,
contemporary excluded groups seem to lack the organizational vehicles,
whether in the decaying regular party organizations or the moribund
reform establishments, to achieve their political breakthrough.
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APPENDIX

Distribution of Industry Sector of Employment
by Ethnicity and Gender

Table A.1 White Males

(Jewish)

Industry Sector WASPs  Italians  Irish Russian

Manufacturing 10.2% 10.8% 7.7% 12.8%
Nondurable 4.3 4.2 3.3 6.3
Apparel 1.2 2.1 0.6 4.1
Printing 1.4 0.9 1.7 0.9
Durable 5.9 6.6 4.4 6.5
Construction 4.8 8.1 6.4 2.8
Transportation 10.5 14.9 13.0 8.0
Communications and Utilities 4.9 6.3 7.9 1.9
Wholesale Trade 5.1 6.0 4.9 10.2
Retail Trade 9.5 13.9 9.2 13.1
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate 15.4 12.2 15.7 10.1
Banking 4.3 3.9 4.8 1.5
Securities 4.8 3.4 3.7 3.1
Advanced Corporate Services 7.6 3.6 4.8 11.2
Bars, Restaurants, and Hotels 49 3.3 5.0 2.5
Health Services 4.3 2.9 3.1 4.8
Hospitals 3.4 2.4 2.5 3.9
Education 7.0 3.7 4.5 9.7
Social Services (nonprofit) 1.6 0.7 0.9 1.4

Public Agencies 6.0 7.3 11.2 5.4
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Table A.2 White Women

(Jewish)

Industry Sector WASPs Italians  Irish Russian

Manufacturing 9.1% 14.0% 7.5% 9.7%
Nondurable 5.0 9.6 3.5 6.6
Apparel 2.6 7.5 1.5 4.7
Printing 0.6 0.3 0.4 0.7
Durable 4.1 4.4 4.0 3.1
Construction 1.0 1.0 0.7 0.9
Transportation 3.1 4.0 3.4 2.2
Communications and Utilities 2.7 3.1 5.1 1.2
Wholesale Trade 5.1 5.0 3.7 7.3
Retail Trade 13.2 15.4 11.5 11.4
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate 19.3 21.7 20.8 11.0
Banking 7.8 9.7 8.0 3.0
Securities 4.2 3.8 4.0 1.8
Advanced Corporate Services 6.8 5.6 6.7 10.6
Bars, Restaurants, and Hotels 4.0 4.0 6.0 1.5
Health Services 8.3 7.5 13.3 8.1
Hospitals 6.3 5.9 10.5 5.9
Education 13.6 9.5 11.6 21.0
Social Services (nonprofit) 4.0 1.8 2.0 4.6
Public Agencies 3.7 3.6 4.3 6.0
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Table A.3 Minority Men

NY Puerto
Industry Sector Black Jamaican Rican  Dominican  Chinese
Manufacturing 9.7% 15.2% 24.5% 32.5% 16.7%
Nondurable 3.8 4.2 8.1 16.3 12.2
Apparel 1.7 2.1 4.7 10.3 11.4
Printing 0.6 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.4
Durable 5.9 11.0 16.4 16.2 4.5
Construction 4.4 10.6 4.0 3.3 1.6
Transportation 13.7 9.1 8.3 3.8 24
Communications
and Utilities 3.8 2.5 2.0 0.7 0.7
Wholesale Trade 41 4.1 5.7 49 3.2
Retail Trade 10.7 11.1 10.8 13.8 6.9
Finance, Insurance,

Real Estate 10.0 11.1 10.8 13.8 6.9
Banking 3.6 4.0 1.8 0.8 1.3
Securities 1.2 2.0 0.6 0.4 1.0

Corporate Services 2.5 1.9 0.9 0.3 1.7
Bars, Restaurants,
and Hotels 5.1 5.0 8.3 17.2 51.0
Health Services 6.9 11.4 7.9 3.3 1.0
Hospitals 5.7 8.9 6.7 2.2 0.6
Education 5.1 2.9 1.4 1.0 2.6
Social Services
(nonprofit) 3.8 2.1 1.4 0.9 0.6

Public Agencies 10.3 2.3 4.5 1.0 0.7
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Table A.4 Minority Women

NY Puerto
Industry Sector Black Jamaican Rican  Dominican  Chinese
Manufacturing 6.9% 6.6% 38.5% 65.2% 67.3%
Nondurable 3.5 3.5 25.0 46.6 64.7
Apparel 2.4 3.1 19.8 40.0 64.2
Printing 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0
Durable 3.4 3.1 13.5 18.6 2.6
Construction 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.0
Transportation 3.9 11 1.8 0.8 1.2
Communications
and Utilities 4.5 1.2 1.2 0.5 0.5
Wholesale Trade 2.2 1.9 3.5 2.8 2.3
Retail Trade 10.4 8.9 8.8 7.2 5.9
Finance, Insurance,

Real Estate 13.3 15.1 7.7 4.0 5.1
Banking 6.3 9.1 3.0 1.7 2.6
Securities 1.5 1.6 0.9 0.5 0.8

Corporate Services 3.0 2.0 1.6 0.5 1.1
Bars, Restaurants,
and Hotels 4.4 4.3 4.0 3.5 6.1
Private Household 2.2 14.1 1.2 2.3 0.8
Health Services 15.5 29.9 10.8 3.3 2.1
Hospitals 12.7 22.1 8.9 2.5 1.5
Education 9.2 3.0 7.1 1.4 2.4
Social Services
(nonprofit) 9.5 7.2 4.9 1.9 0.3
Public Agencies 11.0 2.8 4.4 0.8 0.8

Source: 1980 Census Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS). Definitions are the same as
Tables 9.4-9.7. Retail trade figures exclude eating and drinking establishments.
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Metropolitan Life and the
Making of Public Culture

Thomas Bender

What has long been needed in studies of New York and other great cities
is some integrating concept to help scholars—whatever their discipline
and specialization—pull together what is known and enable them to
orient their future work better to the larger community of scholars
studying the same city. The series of conferences out of which these
essays emerged sought to address this problem. Each of the essays seeks
to reach beyond the discipline and problems that initiated it. Butitisasa
group that one best appreciates the accomplishments of these essays.
Their collective implication is the suggestion of a way to guide scholar-
ship toward an eventual synthetic analysis of New York or other great
metropolises.

In my own discipline of history, the emphasis in New York City stud-
ies has been on the pieces—on various groups or processes, too often in
isolation from one another. Such work is at once necessary and limiting.
At this point, I think we need a stronger focus on what is in some sense
common (though surely variable) to New Yorkers: the notion of the
public realm—as a spatial, cultural, and political phenomenon.

Recent historical writing on New York and other cities has tended to
assume, sometimes without much reflection, that the experience of
work in the context of industrialization provides the core experience that
unifies the disparate elements of urban life.! Although the social history
of industrialization is a topic of fundamental importance in its own right
as well as a key element in the making of city culture, it is not the same
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as the social history of urbanization.” To the extent that the concept of
industrialization frames the revival of interest in New York City’s his-
tory, it has been limiting and, to a degree, distorting. Industrialization
does not distinguish great cities from other places: Manchester, Pitts-
burgh, even Amoskeag, New Hampshire, variously exemplify the social
history of industrialization. We must recognize that urbanism and in-
dustrialism imply very different questions.

Great cities like New York—or London or Paris or Rome—invite
analysis of the making of city life and culture. The social relations of
production are not irrelevant to this task, but they are not central.’ Cities
generate a public culture, made up of life in the streets and other public
places, embracing a wide range of institutions of culture that, whether
privately owned or not, provide an arena for the making, inscribing, and
interpreting of public experiences.

It could be argued that a focus on the structure and experience of play
and leisure might teach us more about the dynamic of great cities than
would a focus on work.* When William R. Taylor, in his essay in this
volume, points to the centrality of play and the near absence of discus-
sions of work in the texts of urban culture he examines, he rightly reads
the urban quality of New York, a distinctive quality it does not share
with mere industrial centers. It is in this peculiar element of urban life, a
highly developed and enormously complex public life—in which the
political and economic cannot be dissociated from the cultural—that the
dimensions of contest and order in metropolitan life are to be located.
This makes the political dynamics of the metropolis infinitely more com-
plicated than in any industrial town.

The modern city is marked by its capacity to generate public life, not
as a periodic and formalized public ritual, as in the medieval and early
modern city, but as an ongoing aspect of ordinary daily life.? Great cit-
ies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries still share with earlier cities
and with smaller human settlements rich configurations of personal
networks in which the lives of individuals are rooted. These patterns of
association have not dissolved in modern times, much conventional
wisdom notwithstanding, but rather have come into relation with a
novel and more complex pattern of impersonal association.® What char-
acterizes the modern metropolis is the creation of a significant culture
of impersonality, a social world of strangers in continuous but limited
association.

This quality of impersonal association gives the modern city its pecu-
liar definition. The emergence of this impersonal world transforms the
meaning of society, culture, and politics. If the origins of this transfor-
mation can be traced well back into the colonial era, the essays in Part I
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by Peter G. Buckley and Amy Bridges chart, in different fashions, its
flowering in the antebellum years.

The image of the market provides us with a rich metaphor for acquir-
ing a qualitative understanding of the modern city and its culture. Max
Weber, who identified the modern city with the market, observed that
the market “is the most impersonal form of practical life into which
humans can enter with one another.” As Weber always understood, it is
an arena of a characteristically modern form of power.” These qualities
of the modern market are paradigmatic of broader qualities that I as-
sociate with the notion of city culture. I refer particularly to the pattern
of exchange among strangers and to the subtle patterns of exclusion,
distortion, and blockage that define these exchanges.

In the market, as in the modern city, there is an “incomplete integra-
tion” of participants. People enter and withdraw from the market, in-
cluding the marketplace of public culture, without relinquishing other
structural attachments. The values and local commitments brought to
the central place of public culture affect the meanings and results associ-
ated with that experience. At the heart of the metropolitan experience,
then, is a mechanism that connects, without destroying, mixed and
homogeneous urban collectivities.?

Smaller gemeinschaftlich groups defined by various categories—some-
times empowering, sometimes constraining, based upon class relations,
gender relations, ethnic identity, family and kinship networks, spatial
distributions, and the like—come into contact in the public life of
the city. Their coming together in fact constitutes the public culture of the
city.

t}",fhis culture is contested terrain. Much of the city’s social dynamic
derives from attempts to possess and appropriate that terrain. The topo-
graphical quality of this image is appealing, since cities are distinguished
from society generally by their peculiar conjuncture of spatial and social
relationships. But the notion need not be restricted only to territory.
Whether the arena is the city’s public space or its social institutions (for
example, schools or newspapers), the prize for the actors is relative
influence, legitimacy, and security for the meanings they give to civic
life. The result for the collectivity is what I call public culture, a local
configuration of power and symbolism, always in some flux, yet under-
stood and either accepted or challenged by all local groups of social
actors.” A focus on the making, inscribing, and meaning of the public
realm is a way of pulling together the many strands of experience that
must be incorporated into any synthetic understanding of the city.

The concern of these essays with economic, political, and cultural
history suggests yet more. Here we see that phenomena we convention-
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ally call culture are in fact political once they are framed within the notion
of the making of public culture. The political becomes difficult to distin-
guish from the cultural.’® And when one speaks, as William R. Taylor
does, of the hegemonic possibilities of commercial culture, all conven-
tional categories are confounded in the historical analysis as well as in
the historical process itself.

The connotation of the public changes from sector to sector. In eco-
nomic analysis, the “public” is interventionist, generally representing a
nonmarket principle of resource allocation. In politics, the “public” re-
fers to political expressions of diverse interests through governmental
institutions, interests mobilized by various strategies. In the cultural
realm, the notion is at once more expansive and less well bounded
conceptually. It may mean publicly subsidized cultural activity, but it
may also mean cultural activities (e.g., vaudeville or public sculpture)
open to a diverse audience on either a commercial or a not-for-profit
basis. The “public” in all these permutations represents an arena where
different interests, commitments, and values collide and resolve them-
selves into a reciprocal, multivoiced, perhaps even carnivalesque civic
sense that is shared as a relation, not as sameness or consensus.

A focus on public culture can enable urban history to establish the
various degrees to which identifiable groups participate in the public
world, always attentive to the terms of this participation. Unlike the
older pluralism that also stressed interaction in a somewhat narrower
conception of public life, such a history would not assume that all rele-
vant groups are represented in public.'! It would rather ask why some
groups and some values are so much—or so little—represented in the
historical construction of the public realm.

If the modern city and its distinctive experience are defined by the
simultaneity of multiple meanings and actions in public, then public life
is a constitutive arena where these meanings and interests are brought
into contact, sometimes as conversation, sometimes as confrontation.
Smaller units of life are not in this devalued; rather, the transaction
between the whole and its parts is stressed. This relationship between
the parts and the whole, the periphery and the center, even the private
and the public, is reciprocal. The point is to explore this relationship. But
if one seeks to grasp the city, rather than one of its parts, this process is
best scrutinized from the point of view of public culture, not of these
segmented cultures.

The focus, then, would be on the interplay of the interior cultures (the
world of private life, the cultures of homogeneous groups) and the
exterior, contested culture of the city’s public life. How does the interior
realm of various cultures affect the larger world of public life? How do
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the character and quality of public relationships in turn affect private
life? Such an angle of vision can capture a distinctive and important
quality of modern urban culture: the constant movement between local
cultures and public culture, between the homogeneous sectors of the
periphery and the heterogeneous, contested center.

Always, however, there is a “problem” to be addressed in the analy-
sis of public culture. It represents a contest—and one that is not fairly
waged. The stakes, moreover, are high: “the public interpretation of
reality.” Particular social groups, seeking power and recognition, want,
in Karl Mannheim’s phrase, “to make their interpretation of the world
universal.” This thrust by all groups, but most obviously and effectively
by the powerful, seeks to define for themselves and for others a public
culture that looks very much like their group values writ large.'? In
achieving an interpretive, analytical, and moral orientation to this con-
test, one realizes the promise of the study of public culture.

The essays in this volume reveal that the formation of culture and
society in New York and the structuring of order is far too complex to be
captured in a simple bipolar analytical model—rich and poor, capital
and labor, native and immigrant, elite and mass, establishment and the
people, or any other conceivable pair. Such bipolarities generally define
the rhetoric of social history, with its concern for understanding the
changing social relations of industrialization; urban history, however,
requires a multiplex approach.

One finds in these essays repeated reference to rather striking eco-
nomic inequality. Yet the clarity of these statistical facts is considerably
reduced in the formation of individual identities and public culture. To
understand the relative social and political stability in a city so desper-
ately unequal in its social structure, we must understand the making of
metropolitan culture much better than we do at present.

New York after the 1820s has been a prototypical modern metropolis
in its combination of democratic ideology and its multiple axes of social
identification and division. Most urban scholarship on New York and
other large cities has concentrated on the various elements—women,
immigrants, workers, blacks, architects or planners, bankers, and so on.
Too much of this literature seems self-referential. When it does assume
any relational perspective, these relations tend to be bipolar (men and
women, for example, not men, women, Democrats, garment workers,
and movies).

Yet, we must be careful; we must not go from bipolarity to bricolage.'®
Historiography, like the city itself, may become simply unmanageable if
one too enthusiastically multiplies such distinctions. But the focus on
public culture seems to offer a means of acknowledging complexity in a
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relational sense without being overwhelmed by it. The focus on the
construction of the public realm allows the scholar to approach what is
“common’’ without sacrificing the fact and the fundamental significance
of difference.

The demographic and economic foundations of the modern city of
New York as it began to take form in the first half of the nineteenth
century is elaborated in this volume by Diane Lindstrom. It is important
to recognize not only the great disparities of wealth and the labor market
segmentation that she outlines, but also the cultural vitality suggested
by her enumeration of data relating to immigration, the proliferation of
newspaper readers, travelers, and letter writers. Here the city is actively
creating its own culture out of the most diverse materials. We do not get,
however, a clear sense of how these elements are given public form.
There is little sense of geography and no indication of the spatial elab-
oration of economic and cultural development. Nor do we get a sense of
the real or proposed relations of public authority and private power in
the shaping of the city’s economy and society. But surely that is a key
question to be explored: What was the contemporary theoretical and
practical claim of the public on the social and economic processes Lind-
strom describes? What was the relative importance of private and public
decisions in shaping the physical and social development of the city?'*
Without answers to such questions, we lack the knowledge needed to
understand the making of public culture.

The extreme inequality documented by Lindstrom provides the es-
sential context for the work of Amy Bridges and Peter G. Buckley. One
cannot but be struck by the language of bipolarity in their reconstruction
of political and cultural life. But equally striking: simultaneous with
these perceptions, social practice in public, whether in the political or
cultural realm, dissolved that language into a much more diverse,
messy, even confused process of social formation. The diffuseness of
social practice seems to have undermined the language of bipolarity in
the interest of stability. By what mechanisms did this occur? Here we
want to know much more about the transactions between public and
private. In that inquiry we want to know how the political and cultural
were related, or not related, to each other. How did political practices
and cultural expressions articulate with economic processes to dissolve
the destabilizing potential of gross inequality?

Before about 1820, as Bridges and Buckley both suggest, the line
between public and private was indistinct, as was that between the
Patriciate and the Town. The emergence of democratic claims coincided
with the advent of a contentious public sphere. Paradoxically, however,
the emergence of a democratic ethos and a vital public sphere seems to
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have somehow depoliticized economics and culture. In Jacksonian
America the confrontation of competing political interests typically re-
sulted in the dispersion of power, removing the issue from the realm of
politics to that of private decision and conscience. Economics and cul-
ture, as a consequence and in a way recognizable in our time, tended to
become self-referential and self-legitimating. The firmer the boundaries
of the public sphere, the more difficult its connection to other social
processes, something that might at once intensify and broaden the con-
test over meaning while reducing its material consequences. If such a
paradox is inherent in this process, we need much more historical
understanding of it, for its implications would be of considerable theo-
retical and practical import.?”

Both Bridges and Buckley show the public gradually becoming at
once an arena for and the substance of an ever-broadening contest.
Political machines and public spaces both offered a place for men and, to
a lesser extent, women to bring their private gemeinschaftlich interests
and values to the contest over the definition of public power and mean-
ing. Public space and the machine were the key sites for inscribing
public culture in a modern democratic city.

So fearful are we of seeming to be provincial boosters that we seldom
realize that public life, whether in the streets or in the formal political
sense, was created in its specifically modern image in New York. Here
we find—before any other city—diversity, egalitarianism, and mass suf-
frage producing a city contentious but not insurrectionary. These qual-
ities make the study of New York peculiarly interesting and significant.
The weakness of its traditional social forms made the American me-
tropolis, even while still on the periphery of the Atlantic world, preco-
ciously modern.

If public culture was first formed in New York before the Civil War, it
seems to have been significantly restructured between, roughly, the
1880s and the 1930s. In politics, Martin Shefter shows in this volume
that the notion of the public, at least in reform ideology and practice,
became directly opposed to that of the machine.'® If defenders of the
machine might have located the contest among diverse interests and
values within the machine, Shefter argues that by the time of Fiorello
LaGuardia the machine had come to represent a “special interest” in
opposition to the “public interest.” Pluralism replaced the machine
when a variety of channels to power were developed through which
organized interests (of which the machine was reduced to only one)
interacted with one another, rather than with the machine. With this
development, the center, the arena, of the public shifted and probably
became more sectoral and functional (e.g., education, sanitation, real
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estate, and so on) rather than localistic and spatial in its component
parts. Such developments subtly undermine the place-specific basis of
city culture and city politics.

Much the same shift is evident in the city building process as re-
counted by Emanuel Tobier: larger and more organized actors were
increasingly brought into the more pluralistic city-planning process. In
the cultural realm, William R. Taylor effectively describes an analogous
process in his inferences about the transition from popular, or, as I
would call it, city culture, to mass culture. In this process the location
and reciprocal association with streets and neighborhoods is attenuated
by 1930.1 The dissolution of public culture in the nineteenth century
sense is suggested in yet another way: if Taylor is correct in using the
word pastiche to describe what he finds, and if, as he suggests, every
reader is practically free to “read” whatever versions of the city’s culture
he or she desires in the compendious hodgepodge of the newspaper,
then it may be that nothing beyond the most trivial cultural matters
provides the basis for a common culture, even understood as relational
difference rather than sameness.®

The essays in Part III, by Norman and Susan Fainstein, William
Kornblum and James Beshers, and John Mollenkopf, address the issue
of public culture less directly. Yet insofar as they touch upon matters
surrounding the making of such culture, they raise questions not so
much as to its restructuring as to whether it continues to exist at all. We
read of an economy structured by translocal institutions, of failed popu-
lar political movements, of the apparent inability of various subordinate
groups to find a place in public, and of an aggressive defense of neigh-
borhood space in the boroughs. At the same time, unmentioned in the
text but directly related to the transformations the essays consider, is
Times Square. This great example of a heterogeneous center, a place
famous for the making of city culture out of diverse elements, has be-
come a symbol of fear and urban failure. It is about to be transformed
under municipal and state auspices from a public square to a post-
modern corporate campus. The erosion of public values along the pe-
riphery of the city in Jamaica Bay thus finds its parallel in the center. At
the periphery, however defined, the forces toward sameness have al-
ways been strong, but the greatness of the city lay in the means whereby
the center could transform homogeneous elements into a heterogeneous
public culture. The current efforts of the political, civic, and economic
elites of the city to transfer a public space from all groups to one group
strikes at the moral ideal of city culture. It may even mark the exhaustion
of the ideal.

Is metropolitan culture a phenomenon of the past? Is the city still a
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place of multiple voices in public? Of gemeinschaftlich groups engaging
one another in a public place and thus inscribing for themselves and
others a multidimensional public culture? Or have politics and culture
ceased to be a part of a complex and reciprocal urban process? Have
politics and culture become, as Debra Silverman has argued in a recent
book, a version of Bloomingdale’s fashion and consumer fantasy, with
no relation to the actual peoples, circumstances, and experience of met-
ropolitan life?"® Such a phenomenon, whatever its sources and dimen-
sions, is a denial of the historical understanding of metropolitan culture
offered at the beginning of this essay.

It may well be that the era of the great city, the metropolitan city, as
Jane Jacobs has warned us repeatedly, is over, after a career of, at best,
two centuries.”® In studying New York City historically, we define met-
ropolitan culture by its great examples. In the process, however, we may
also discover how different this rapidly receding metropolitan experi-
ence is from our own. But that fact, too, may enable us better to grasp
emergent cultural and political forms, thus clarifying our contemporary
circumstance.
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The Place of Politics
and the Politics of Place

John Hull Mollenkopf

Two themes in this volume intertwine to produce an interesting
paradox. One concerns the declining ability of party organizations to
moderate or stabilize the explosive potential of class inequalities pro-
duced by New York City’s development. In the mercantile and indus-
trial eras, the regular county party organizations provided the central
means for mediating such conflicts. They forged inter-class and inter-
ethnic political accommodations, selectively articulated some forms of
political expression while dampening others, and provided the only
route to ongoing political power. The regular party organizations still
exist and exercise influence today, but they contrast greatly with the
situation a century, or even fifty years, earlier. At best they are one of
many means of striking inter-class and inter-ethnic accommodations, if
indeed they do so at all. Their organizational roots in the city’s new
minority working class are weaker and more tenuous, and they certainly
cannot claim to be the only, or even the most important, route to polit-
ical power.

The other theme concerns the state’s capacity to shape physical and
economic development. In contrast to the oblique influence the state
exerted through the 1811 street plan, the Erie Canal, or the subway
system, today state intervention is direct and extensive. Two paradoxes
thus arise: as the state has become stronger, the historical mechanism
for mediating class conflict over its actions has progressively weakened;
and, despite increasing tensions produced by the weakening of the reg-
ular county party organizations and the fact that class inequality is as
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great as ever, the potential for those outside the political establishment
to challenge it has, if anything, declined. These apparently contradictory
trends are worth pondering.

The Place of Politics

The first theme is a variant on a classic Madisonian concern: How can
political participation and party competition be structured in a way that
both selectively represents the city’s evolving interests and blunts the
formation of factional cleavages around the issue of property? Madison
argued that limited government, the separation of powers, and federal-
ism would limit the tyranny of a propertyless majority. Taking a differ-
ent approach, Amy Bridges and Martin Shefter (in this volume) have
shown that party competition and machine politics cut across and con-
strained class divisions from the start in New York and other large cities.
And while Madison feared political excess, Bridges and Shefter have the
opposite concern, that the party system represented the underlying
range of interests in a selective, partial, and perhaps debased manner.

Bridges and Shefter suggest that this tendency was variable and com-
plex, however. While the party system dampened some political expres-
sions of working class interests, it facilitated others. The “machine”
encouraged expressions of mass sentiment and working class culture
that promoted party strength, while suppressing forms of interest ex-
pression that challenged the dominant regular party organizations.
Bridges convincingly argues that the American party system, as exem-
plified by New York City’s Democratic party, patterned working class
political participation in a distinct way compared to the form it took in
Britain or might have taken in New York and the United States if white
male suffrage and party competition had not preceded the formation of
the urban working class. Shefter’s essay and his other work have con-
vincingly elaborated this theme of simultaneous representation and ex-
clusion. Katznelson has made a similar point with regard to black polit-
ical representation.’

Marx thought that the concentration of workers in increasingly class-
divided cities would lead to a direct challenge to capitalism. Bridges
suggests that the New York Democrats absorbed this challenge with
relative ease. Tammany made the establishment of New York City as a
dominant one-party island in the antebellum political system a profit-
able enterprise. Lindstrom makes clear that this was not for want of
sharp and growing class inequality, and Buckley shows that workers did
develop distinct and vital cultural zones of their own.
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Tammany (and after 1898 the regular Democratic organizations in
Brooklyn and the other boroughs) was thus able, through selective rep-
resentation and the striking of cross-class accommodations, to contain
the potential consequences of class inequality until at least the 1930s. But
with the New Deal and the La Guardia years, and even more in the
1960s, this began to change. Shefter recounts how reform episodes pro-
gressively weakened the role of party chieftains in striking accommoda-
tions among the important interests and political forces of the city. Dur-
ing the New Deal, local administration fell into the hands of fusion
Republican Fiorello La Guardia for more than a decade, while reformers
became a major force in the local and national Democratic party. Most
agencies were “‘reformed” by giving special access to nonparty interest
groups and constituencies.

This trend continued after World War II. Shefter and the Fainsteins
describe how regular Democrats paid the “price” of support for Robert
Moses’ autonomous public works empire in order to secure business
acquiescence in their return to power in City Hall. Mayor Wagner cam-
paigned successfully for reelection in 1961 against the county leaders
who had previously promoted his career. Mayor Lindsay was the
archetype of the reform outsider, while Mayor Koch began his career as
the Village Independent Democrats’ candidate in 1963 to block Carmine
De Sapio’s return to a district leadership.

By the late 1960s, Tammany Hall, the oldest continually existing polit-
ical organization in the world, was effectively bankrupt, had sold its
Union Square headquarters to the ILGWU, and was headed by De
Sapio’s former chauffeur.? The local political clubs on which the county
party organizations had been built were far fewer, and even the sur-
vivors were in decline.® Richard Croker and Charles Murphy, Tam-
many’s greatest chieftains, would surely have been astounded and dis-
mayed by such a turn of events. Reform had made regular party leaders
peripheral players in the postwar “pluralist”” regime, especially in New
York’s political core, Manhattan.

The decline of regular Democratic organizational influence has not
been complete, however. Regulars may have been banished from the
core, but they remain a force on the periphery. Most New Yorkers,
including most blacks and Hispanics, reside in the outer boroughs
where a few strong assembly district political clubs keep regular county
party organizations in power. Despite recent scandals, they still control
the borough presidencies and the lower reaches of the representative
system, especially in the city council and the judiciary. :

By controlling these rungs of the political system, the regulars can
block or delay initiatives from the reformed center and extract patronage
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in return for their cooperation. These resources can be used to compete
against borough-level minority challengers, to win minority votes, and
to foster “plantation politics” in which minority leaders become behol-
den to the regulars.* The regulars have so far managed to bring a good
many successful black and Hispanic insurgents into their fold. Of the
seven black and three Hispanic Council members, no more than two can
be considered independents. Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens regulars
have defeated minority challengers for the borough presidencies, and
their ally, Mayor Koch, secured an impressive number of minority votes
against a black challenger in 1985.°

This lingering influence must be distinguished, nevertheless, from
the more pervasive power that regular organizations exercised before
the 1950s. Today, these organizations do not appear deeply enough
rooted in minority working class neighborhoods to dictate their future
political development. Instead, their political capacity derives from the
white ethnic enclaves on the city’s rim where organizations such as the
Thomas Jefferson Democratic Club may be found.

As a result, their ability to pattern minority political mobilization is
limited. Bronx regulars could prevent Assemblyman Jose Serrano from
unseating the incumbent borough president only by resorting to numer-
ous “election irregularities.”” The Queens regulars could not dictate the
successor in the late Congressman Joe Addabo’s majority black south
Jamaica district. A black insurgent coalition has made considerable in-
roads in Brooklyn, unseating corrupt black politicians associated with
the regular organization. Future demographic trends do not bode well
for the social base of the regular organizations.

Despite continuing regular Democratic party influence in the outer
boroughs, regulars must therefore be clearly distinguished from their
“machine” predecessors. Because they do not control access to citywide
offices or set overall policies, they are no longer central to the securing of
the cross-class accommodations that undergirded political stability in
the past. If anything, today they contribute to and reinforce New York’s
class and racial inequalities. Nor are they champions of the increased
social spending that might promote cross-class accommodations. Re-
form critics may well decry how earlier machine politicians managed
their constituencies, but they cannot deny that such Tammany leaders
as Al Smith pioneered social welfare measures which, in turn, promoted
the regulars’ strength in working class constituencies. The regular or-
ganizations use their current influence over government operations to
protect their white, middle class, homeowning constituencies.

If the regular party organizations do not promote cross-class and
inter-ethnic accommodations, then what prevents these considerable
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underlying class and racial tensions from being loudly and directly ex-
pressed? Does some other political mechanism achieve what the political
machines used to accomplish?

The forces of reform certainly do not promote such cross-class and
cross-race accommodations. In the past, white liberal reformers pursued
their own political interests by goading the regulars to bring new groups
into city employment and appointive and elective office. The La Guardia
administration did this for Jews and Italians in the 1930s, and the Lind-
say administration did it for blacks (and, to a lesser extent, Hispanics) in
the 1960s. Middle class white liberals needed the support of outgroups
to gain their own ascendancy. Today, however, reformers are little bet-
ter than regulars at providing entry points to excluded groups. The
middle class Jews who fueled reform in previous decades, for example,
are the establishment today. Middle class professionals now enjoy direct
access to the agencies and policy arenas that interest them. They conse-
quently show little interest in mobilizing working class minority groups.

V. O. Key once pointed out that factional competition simply does
not represent minorities and other outgroups as well as party competi-
tion does.® Neither the regular nor the reform faction of the Democratic
party is now interested in mobilizing potentially challenging groups, but
no other potential vehicle for political mobilization is either. The Repub-
lican party shows no interest in fusion, and the Liberal party is little
more than a convenient ballot line. Nor do nonparty organizations offer
more prospects for crystallizing an insurgent coalition of outsiders.

The public employee unions, caught up in their own processes of
racial transition, have been thrown on the defensive by the fiscal crisis,
and are too dependent on established politicians to challenge them fron-
tally. Trade unions in other sectors dominated by the emerging majority
of minority groups are either economically extremely vulnerable, like
the ILGWU, or nonexistent. The many community-based service deliv-
ery organizations and community groups cannot act as an independent
political force either. In short, the political leadership of a potential
insurgent coalition is weak, fragmented, and divided, and lacks a way to
heal these conditions.”

The net result seems to be that the political organizations that Bridges
and Buckley describe as once having promoted accommodations across
classes have been replaced by spatial and political separations that
Kornblum and Beshers describe well. The civic culture that Bender per-
ceptively evokes as a main focus for historical analysis has become
deeply fragmented. The political system is less representative of the
city’s actual social base and the reform cycle less capable of producing
the political development needed to cope with new forms of inequality.
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The resulting political stability is frustrating to the discontented in the
short run, but perhaps ultimately brittle.

The Politics of Place

The state’s growing capacity to shape urban development contrasts
clearly with regular party decline. In the antebellum period, the state
merely provided a framework in which market forces were given free
play; any sense of artisanal rights and guild privileges went quickly by
the boards. While the Erie Canal, the Croton water supply system,
Central Park, the Brooklyn Bridge, and the construction of the subway
system after 1900 were publicly financed, the commissions that built
them were essentially under elite private control; the subways were
privately owned, though regulated.

The golden years of city growth described by Tobier continued the
earlier pattern. The pathbreaking 1916 Zoning Act was designed to pre-
vent the sky-blocking overbuilding of Lower Manhattan through set-
backs and the intrusion of loft factories and their workers on upper class
commercial and residential districts through land use controls. It was
thus a form of self-protection for property owners.® Extension of the
subway influenced development even more strongly, but it too was in
private hands until well into the Great Depression.

As with the decline of the regular party organizations, the New Deal
represented a “fault line”” in government influence over the city’s physi-
cal development. Beginning in 1933, and especially in the 1950s, New
York City built a prodigious amount of publicly owned and publicly
subsidized nonprofit housing, culminating in over 110,000 public hous-
ing units, another 80,000 Section 8 units, and 138,000 Mitchell-Lama
units, sheltering one household out of eight.” Extensive rent regulation
became a permanent feature of the New York City housing market in the
mid-1940s as well.

Parallel to this direct intervention in the housing market, indepen-
dent public authorities, under the aegis of Robert Moses and Austin
Tobin, “recaptured” central business district land for “higher and bet-
ter” uses and constructed the metropolitan bridge and highway net-
work.!® Unlike the earlier commissions sponsoring public improve-
ments, these new authorities represented genuine expansions of state
capacity. Their actions spatially reorganized the city to accommodate
postindustrial economic activities, the automobile era, and a new middle
class suburban lifestyle. Market forces would have produced these re-
sults, but massive state intervention undoubtedly hastened this trans-
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formation. And while business influenced these agencies, they devel-
oped much greater autonomy and capacity than did the organizations
that had built the canals and bridges a century before.

The political and economic logic that framed this intervention is a
matter of debate. The Fainsteins argue that national economic forces and
federal policy produced essentially similar outcomes in all cities, that
capital was “directive” in the initial phase, and that New York differed
only by anticipating national patterns in a more liberal way that resulted
in more social housing. Each of these points is open to serious challenge.
Joel Schwartz has recently shown, for example, that liberals and radicals
contributed substantially to Moses” power, undermining the Fainsteins’
argument about the “directive” nature of this era.!’ The notion that
cities are mere creatures of larger forces can also be challenged.** In-
deed, New York City’s economically pivotal location has enabled its
political system to extract more local taxes and to grow larger than is true
of most other cities.

Whatever the causal mechanics, however, the result is clear: in New
York City, government intervenes pervasively in the urban develop-
ment process. Indeed, it can be argued that intervention is now broader,
and market forces more conditioned upon it, than ever before. The
president of the Real Estate Board recently argued that no major project
could go forward in Manhattan without substantial public subsidies
because it could not compete with the many other projects that do have
such support. Multibillion dollar examples include Battery Park City and
the 42nd Street Development Project.’® Almost as if the lessons of pro-
test against urban renewal in the 1960s had been forgotten, massive
redevelopment is also under way in downtown Brooklyn, with an
aggregate construction value also approaching a billion dollars.

Meanwhile, the production of social housing is nearly at a standstill.
This state of affairs is symbolized by the current economic development
mission of the Urban Development Corporation, initially established to
build subsidized housing. Mayor Koch’s proposed $4.2 billion housing
program may invigorate the future production of moderate income
housing, but the prospects for better housing are quite dim for the
quarter of New York’s population that falls below the official poverty
line.

Interrelationships and Consequences

It is tempting to argue, following Friedland, Piven, and Alford, that
political party decline was a precondition for the growth of state inter-
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vention in the urban development process. They argue that state eco-
nomic development activities must be “structurally segregated” from
social programs and insulated from popular political accountability.*
But this view is problematically functionalist: a contradiction ““must”
be resolved in a certain way. To be truly convincing, this argument
must show how and why structural segregation is actually socially
constructed. A causal relationship cannot simply be deduced, as the
Fainsteins do when they assume that New York City’s political pat-
terns are simply imprinted by systemic economic and political impera-
tives.

On the face of it, it seems unlikely that large corporations and other
pro-growth interests would attack the party system in order to promote
state intervention to foster economic transformation. In general, as long
as they could benefit from contracts, contributions, and payoffs, regular
party organizations have happily promoted development even when
public opinion opposed it. The Fainsteins and Caro’s study of Moses’
tactics make it quite clear that his “structurally segregated” activities
cohabited nicely with machine politics. For their part, developers have
shown no lack of interest in making contributions to the regulars as well
as to the erstwhile reformer mayor.

The link between regular party decline and growing state influence
over development must therefore be more complicated. Shefter and
others have suggested that business dismay over graft, inefficiency, and
lack of action on development projects contributed the reform agenda of
establishing independent development agencies. This provides a start-
ing point for explaining the relationship between growing state inter-
vention and party decline, but much more work remains to be done.

If the causal link between these trends remains unclear, their practical
consequences for the city do not. Declining party control over political
access, the growing disjuncture between the dominant political coalition
and the city’s actual social makeup, and the absence of a mechanism to
promote reform have reinvigorated the politics of capital investment. At
least for the time being, a new pro-growth coalition dominates New
York City politics.

The results may be read in the unprecedented rate of change in the
city’s neighborhoods and central business district. More office buildings
are being constructed than in any other city, the real income of the
upper half is rising strongly, and gentrification has picked up its pace.
Once-scorned areas like the Lower East Side and Harlem have experi-
enced dizzying real estate speculation.

Owing to the political trends discussed, this new form of pro-growth
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politics retreats not only from the late 1960s and early 1970s but from the
New Deal. Few mechanisms remain from the Great Society era to re-
strain or provide community influence over development projects.
Community boards cannot block projects, and “project area commit-
tees” and “maximum feasible participation” are no longer mandated.
The remaining community development corporations are mostly
scrambling for a decreasing supply of public funds by supplicating
themselves to established political powers. Rapid central business dis-
trict construction has been accompanied by a worsening of housing
prospects for the bottom quarter. In contrast to the 1950s or even the
early 1970s, the city is building almost no public housing.

The city’s capital stock is also being renewed in a more private and
less social way than was true in the New Deal. Indeed, New York’s
public spaces are still living off New Deal capital investments, be they
neighborhood pools, Riis Park beach, or the Brooklyn Public Library.
Some New Deal facilities have recently been renovated, but many others
are in disrepair. Clearly, no new program of communally oriented
public works on a New Deal scale is in the offing. Whatever their faults,
the strength of regular Democratic party organizations in the New Deal
era probably had something to do with the public-regarding nature of its
public works program.

The truncated nature of contemporary political organization in New
York undoubtedly contributes to the private orientation of state inter-
vention in the development process. Many observers have expressed
qualified hopes that community organizations would emerge as a liberal
force in urban politics, but this result has not been realized in New York.
The political engines that drove increases in social spending, commu-
nity-based provision of new kinds of services, and a policy reorientation
toward the neighborhoods in the late 1960s are now in low gear, if not
disengaged.

This conclusion poses a most interesting research question. Scholarly
opinion has generally classified (and national public opinion has often
vilified) New York City as an archetypically liberal city. The Al Smith
and the Franklin Roosevelt wings of the New York Democratic party
both helped define modern political liberalism in America. New York’s
Jewish socialist trade union tradition was at one time pervasive. The
Fainsteins’ favorable analysis of the Lindsay administration is testimony
to the city’s contribution to Great Society politics during the late 1960s.
The city has been a hotbed of radicalism, whether of the old left or of the
new. It has also been a major source of national leadership for black and
Hispanic civil rights movements. Today, these traditions appear to be
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largely moribund. How and why this came to pass must surely be a
significant question for social scientists as well as a matter for deep
political introspection.
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Reflections on Space and the City

Ira Katznelson

Max Weber had little to say as a social theorist about New York,
Chicago, St. Louis, and the other large cities he saw during his visit to
the United States in 1904. But he made clear in his diary entries that
these cities served as a metaphor for capitalist modernity: magnificently
though frightfully fragmented, ““a mad pell-mell,” extraordinarily un-
equal, characterized by ““a tremendous intensity of work,” loosely inte-
grated, composed of a mosaic of nationalities each in its own territory,
yet marked by an uncaring individuality. “Undoubtedly one could take
ill and die without anyone caring!” He was struck too by the way in
which an unequal social structure was inscribed in space, and by the
extent of the geographic divisions between work and home: “When they
finish work at five o’clock, people must often travel for hours to get
home. . . . With the exception of the better residential districts, the
whole tremendous city—more extensive than London!—is like a man
whose skin has been peeled off and whose intestines are seen at work.””!

Weber’s astonishment was quite characteristic; it was no more than
the common sense of the time. More than a half-century earlier, Peter G.
Buckley shows, the ““awful separations,” the stark contrasts between
squalor and luxury, had defined a new kind of representational map-
ping of New York that contrasted the new canvas of space and class with
an “olde New York” of a functionally integrated city with a vibrant,
cross-class public life. No longer, mid-century observers insisted, did
the city possess a consistent set of social, cultural, and political stan-
dards. Like these earlier figurative interpretations of the city by New
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Yorkers, Weber’s shocked representation reflected, and his mapping
and reading of urban space confirmed, a view of reality common to most
of the leading social theorists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. The modern city was new and terrifying.

The city as such was neither central to, in a descriptive sense, nor
manifestly the main subject of, such great theorists as Marx, Durkheim,
Weber, Toennies, and Simmel. Each dealt with the city, of course, but
only as a small part of the larger project of coming to terms with an
industrial, capitalist, state-centered modernity. Just the same, the large
modern city was an inescapable and constitutive element of all their
considerations of these hallmarks of the modern world.

Each understood in his own way a point made more recently by
Raymond Williams, when he wrote that “city life, until our own cen-
tury, even in a highly industrialized society, was still a minority experi-
ence, but it was widely and accurately seen as a decisive experience,
with much more than proportionate effects on the character of the soci-
ety as a whole.””? The large city—as a central arena and symbol of mo-
dernity; as the product and locale of such fundamental social processes
as state making and capitalist development; and as the generative locale
for the formation of collective identities and collective action—thus pro-
vided an inescapable setting and subject for nineteenth and twentieth
century social theory, albeit a setting and subject usually only tacit or
implicit.

We shall see that the principal way students of the city constructed
these analytical and cognitive maps suffered in part from an insufficient
and distorted appreciation of space as an integral element of economic,
social, and political life. The main source of this distortion has been a
key strand of nineteenth and twentieth century social theory focusing
on the connections between social differentiation and social order. The
result has been a portrayal of the history of the modern city in terms of a
rupture between preindustrial cities characterized by a simple, inte-
grated, homogeneous organization of space and industrial, capitalist
cities characterized by an unintegrated, heterogeneous, disorganized
patterning of space.

An important example of this kind of treatment can be found in
Stephen Kern's The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918. Using these two
coordinates, he reconstructs the decomposition of certainty in the late
nineteenth century. Kern understands space as consisting of three ele-
ments: form (an amalgam of shape and area), distance, and direction. In
the four decades straddling the turn of the century, distances con-
tracted, the city spread and concentrated its direction, and its form
altered in numerous ways. Kern shows how both the humanities and
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the social sciences tried to come to terms with the resulting plurality of
spaces. This attempt was exemplified by the cubist movement in art,
which put the heterogeneity of space onto a single painting, and ne-
gated “‘the traditional notion that the subject of a painting . . . is more
important than the background.””? Within the city, the new organization
of form, distance, and direction signified the demise of the traditional
hierarchies of class and politics. This vision of a radical break in city
space and social relations was rooted in basic changes in the city as an
economic, political, social, and symbolic construction.

Modern big cities are a post—sixteenth century phenomenon. From
the eleventh to the sixteenth centuries towns grew at a rather slow, even
pace. They were nodes of trade and craft production within feudalism’s
system of parcelized sovereignty. Each town, like each of the basic units
of feudalism, fused political, economic, and symbolic power; in Max
Weber’s terms, a “fusion of fortress and the market.” Each was an
administrative center and a place where economic activities were based
on principles of market exchange.

In The City Weber studied the urban centers of feudalism because he
wished to join the debate about whether medieval towns were in fact
goads to capitalist development and precursors of larger sovereign
nation-states. He identified the town’s specificity by contrasting it with
the Oriental city, where, for reasons of the strength of such ascriptive
ties as religion or caste, autonomous urban communities did not de-
velop; and with earlier Western cities of antiquity, whose economies
were based on war and plunder, not on the rational market capitalism
characteristic of the medieval town. Weber thus concluded that neither
the Oriental nor the ancient Western cities could have led to modern
states and capitalism. The medieval Western city, by contrast, was con-
ducive to the development of both.*

We will see how Weber’s analysis of the feudal town hints at an
alternative to what came to be the dominant approach. Here, the rele-
vance of Weber’s portrait is not so much whether he provides us with a
persuasive way to study the city, or whether he was right in suggesting
that the medieval city proved the undoing of feudalism (this debate
continues to have a very lively existence). Rather, it is the fused, ordered
character of the towns with which he dealt; for it is just this unity that
could not survive the transition from feudalism to capitalism through
mercantilism.

The first postfeudal modern cities were political capitals, the homes of
royal courts: London, Paris, Amsterdam, Antwerp, Seville. Their fate
was tied to absolutist states and to a mercantile international economic
order. The societies in which they were embedded were characterized
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by a new division of property and sovereignty and by a concentration of
both in explosively growing urban centers. Indeed, it is this very charac-
teristic that allows us to define the modern city in terms of spatial implo-
sion of (merchant and industrial) capital and of political power. We shall
see that these most basic social processes of the post-sixteenth century
Western world have been most fundamental to the creation of modern
cities, and that these cities have been key elements in the reproduction
of both capitalism and modern states.

In these cities the internal unity of the towns described by Weber was
threatened not only by changes in size and density which breached the
old walls and reorganized ancient quarters, or by more complicated
relationships within the dominant classes now that political authority
and private wealth-seeking were established as related by distinctly au-
tonomous activities. What also challenged the old unities was the begin-
ning of new patterns, in space, between places of work and places of
residence. Fused in the workshops of the medieval city, work and home
began to separate for the political and economic elites of the capital
cities. Merchants who traded on a world scale began to construct homes
away from the center; in turn, state officials increasingly began to work
in the new office blocks of the crown at the city center.

The second group of modern cities, the industrial centers built in the
nineteenth century at the sites of old villages, like Manchester, or on
empty prairies, like Chicago, even more dramatically altered the tradi-
tional organization of urban space. The industrial cities were built as
places of work according to the logic of capitalist accumulation. And
even in the older mercantile centers and political capitals—London,
Paris, New York, Berlin—the pace and character of change were
astonishing,.

What were the new cities of the nineteenth century like? The various
portraits of New York City below show a city of high indeterminacy and
of bewildering alterations to established ways of life and patterns of
social relations.

New York City’s commercial, financial, and manufacturing urban
base supported an explosive population growth, from just 60,000 inhab-
itants in 1800 to over 1,100,000 by the eve of the Civil War. New York
began the period as a leading commercial and trading center, and it
maintained that position; just after the turn of the century it became the
country’s largest city. Diane Lindstrom indicates how the combination
of improvements in communications and trade enhanced the city’s
commercial supremacy which, in turn, helped New York become the
financial capital of the country. New York, she also shows, became a
major, and rapidly growing, manufacturing center in the antebellum
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period. With textiles, ready-made clothing, and printing and publishing
in the lead, New York developed a robust manufacturing sector that
took advantage of the city’s large market close at hand.

Both Lindstrom and Amy Bridges indicate how, in this variegated
economic setting, the nature of work altered radically. The labor process
was characterized by the decline of artisanship, a reorganization of
skills, and the development of a modern, wage-labor working class; in
short, by the development of a highly segmented, differentiated labor
market. The demand for unskilled labor was fueled by very high rates of
in-migration, mostly of people in their teens or twenties; by 1860, New
York was mainly a city of people who had been born outside the United
States. The new occupational structure, Bridges stresses, overlapped
and reinforced the division between natives and immigrants. Most Ger-
mans were wage workers in trades that had been proletarianized; and
the most common jobs for Irish newcomers were as laborers or domes-
tics. By contrast, most craft work was performed by the native-born,
who also filled elite and upper class positions. These divisions were
reinforced, Lindstrom shows, by growing and dramatic inequalities in
wealth and income.

The antebellum period likewise witnessed enormous changes in
political institutions, the character of political leadership, and the mean-
ing of citizenship. Bridges demonstrates that machine politics was char-
acterized by a sharp increase in partisanship, leadership by career politi-
cians, and the importance of contracts and patronage as the currency of
politics. The antinomy of machine and reform came to be the character-
istic solutions at the local level to the integration of a population divided
by class and ethnicity into a mass franchise democracy. These political
forms, Bridges argues, were the product not of a set of distinctively
American social conflicts, but of a distinctively American context, the
unusual conjuncture of the simultaneity of industrialization and the
introduction of a widespread suffrage.

Changes in population, work, and the units of political activity were
embedded in and expressed by the dramatic reorganization of the urban
form, whose most characteristic shifts were the accelerating and funda-
mental separation of work from home and the emergence of ethnic- and
class-specific neighborhoods and zones of the city. The rapidly growing
city, Peter G. Buckley demonstrates, became increasingly divided, as
“population and riches were spread unevenly over the procrustean grid
of new streets laid out in the Commissioners plan of 1811.” We can see
these changes in the graphic portraits Buckley presents in his essay of
the destitution of the Five Points and the grandeur of the Fifteenth Ward
surrounding Washington Square.
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This stark contrast was the most visible and dramatic result of three
interrelated and overlapping historical processes entailed in the separa-
tion of work and home. First, the household ceased to be the main unit
or location of production. Even if just next door, people went some-
where outside their homes to earn a living. Second, whole areas of large
towns and cities came to be devoted either to residential use or to factory
production or commercial and financial functions. Although primitive
compared to the late nineteenth and early twentieth century patterns
discussed by Emanuel Tobier, these concentrations of new kinds of
workplaces transformed the physical form of the city and the social
geography of work and production. Third, the residential areas of the
city became increasingly homogeneous in both the Marxist and Webe-
rian senses of class. With the division of city space into separate districts
defined by their functions, and with the growing homogeneity of the
residential areas, the city came to be defined, and to define its residents,
in terms of the residents’ connections to the now increasingly autono-
mous markets for labor and for housing. The job and the residence be-
came distinctive commodities to be bought and sold by the discipline
and logic of money and the marketplace. Older bonds were no longer
determinative.

Within the physical city, patterns of daily life were shaped by a new
transportation technology and new paths to and from work; by a cen-
tralization and demarcated definition of cross-class public space; indeed

_by the very emergence of class, in both the Marxist and Weberian
senses, at the workplace and in the residence community, as the build-
ing blocks of the urban, industrial, capitalist social structure.

In the embrace of these changes, the physical city began to define
patterns and zones of activity, and within them, not just new spheres of
inequality but also new spheres of freedom. For working people, the
various separations of work and home made possible the development
of a spatially bounded, institutionally rich, independent working class
culture in their neighborhoods of the city, and, at the same time, it
impelled cultural producers, as William R. Taylor demonstrates, to
create new commercial cultural forms capable of appealing to the vari-
ous new social groups and classes of the industrial city. This was a
culture of pastiche, that dramatized “the discontinuity, the kaleido-
scopic variety, and the quick tempo of city life,” and which had the
capacity to appeal in different ways to each class and stratum in the
city’s diverse population.

The consumption of this new mass culture went hand in hand with
the development of segmented, regionalized group and class cultures.
For if working people were free from property, they were now also free,



REFLECTIONS ON SPACE AND THE CITY 291

once they had left the workplace, to create something of an autonomous
culture. As the city was reorganized in space, the places where people
lived became increasingly homogeneous. The capacity of people to buy
or rent real estate determined where they might live. As a result, the
parts of the city became settlements of people sharing class attributes in
Weber’s sense of the capacity to consume goods and services offered in
the marketplace. From the more macroscopic perspective of the city as a
whole, however, urban areas were now much more heterogeneous than
they once had been.®

It should not be surprising that the massive shifts in urban form and
social geography, taken together, proved a puzzle for various social
groups and classes and for social theorists. Neither should it surprise
that the breakup of the more integrated city prodded many theorists to
develop new principles of order, group cohesion, and social control. The
main result of this quest was the paradigm of differentiation, which
became the centerpiece of many major works of social theory in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This world view was more
than just one new cosmology; it provided the most important grammar
and vocabulary for representing the new city and its new patterns of
social space.

The results of massive shifts in the nineteenth century city that so
shocked such observers stimulated the interpretation that social differ-
entiation is the hallmark and “the inevitable product of social change.”
In this view, summarized by Charles Tilly, “the state of social order
depends on the balance between processes of differentiation and pro-
cesses of integration and control, with rapid or excessive differentiation
producing disorder.”® From this vantage point, rapid social change and
its disorienting possibilities are the central general processes of moder-
nity. This perspective is condensed in such dichotomous pairs as
Maine’s status and contract; Durkheim’s mechanical and organic sol-
idarity; and Toennies’s Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft.

To be sure, these antinomies are not identical. Toennies, for one,
stressed the new importance of the market for urban differentiation. For
him, the contrast between precapitalist and capitalist cities lay in the
new pervasive Gesellschaft, which he conceived to be an

artificial construction of an aggregate of human beings which superficially
resembles the Gemeinschaft in so far as the individuals live and dwell to-
gether peacefully. However, in the Gemeinschaft they remain essentially
united in spite of all separating factors, whereas in the Gesellschaft they are
essentially separated in spite of all the uniting factors. . . . Everybody is by
himself and isolated and there exists a condition of tension against all
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others. . . . Nobody wants to grant and produce anything for another
individual, nor will he be inclined to give ungrudgingly to another individ-
ual if it not be in exchange for a gift or labour equivalent that he considers
at least equal to what he has given.”

Durkheim by contrast referred to the new order in terms of the move-
ment from relations of constraint (“mechanical solidarity”) to relations
of shared values (““organic solidarity”’) that produce authentic forms of
cooperation in the small-scale settings of the new differentiated city.

These, of course, need not be contradictory positions. The new urban
neighborhoods of nineteenth century cities were profoundly shaped by
market forces in real estate, for example, which often tore social bonds
asunder. At the same time, many of the homogeneous neighborhoods
created as a result of the operation of local real estate markets became
homes to people who shared so many attributes that the development
of quite dense and solidaristic networks of social organization was
facilitated.

From an analytical perspective, what is most striking is that both the
view of differentiation as “Gemeinschaft’” and the view of differentiation
as “‘organic solidarity”” share a world view and an interpretation of what
was meant by the massive changes in capitalism, the state, and the city.
Charles Tilly has enumerated the key principles of this perspective:

1. “Society” is a thing apart; the world as a whole divides into distinct
“societies,” each having its more or less autonomous culture, govern-
ment, economy, and solidarity.

2. Social behavior results from individual mental events, which are con-
ditioned by life in society. Explanations of social behavior therefore
concern the impact of society on individual minds.

3. "“Social change” is a coherent general phenomenon, explicable en bloc.

4. The main processes of large-scale social change take distinct societies
through a succession of standard stages, each more advanced than the
previous stage.

5. Differentiation forms the dominant, inevitable logic of large-scale social
change; differentiation leads to advancement.

6. The state of social order depends on the balance between processes of
differentiation and processes of integration or control; rapid or exces-
sive differentiation produces disorder.

7. A wide variety of disapproved behavior—including madness, murder,
drunkenness, crime, suicide, and rebellion—results from the strain
produced by excessively rapid social change.®
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This orientation was given its greatest plausibility by the changes experi-
enced in the city, which appeared to conform to this metadescription of
reality. The richest, and most influential, development of this perspec-
tive, at least for subsequent treatments of urbanism, was made by Georg
Simmel, and it is important to examine his contribution.

Simmel’s corpus is in part an attempt to come to terms with the
metropolitan culture of Berlin. One of the best known of his essays,
“The Metropolis and Mental Life,” published in 1903, dealt with the
impact of the city as such; and by his own testimony his major works,
including his first book, Social Differentiation (1890), and The Philosophy of
Money (1900), were animated by shifts in the character of city life. “Ber-
lin’s development from a city to a metropolis in the years around and
after the turn of the century,” Simmel observed, “coincides with my
own strongest and broadest development.”® Much more so than his
main contemporaries, Weber, Sombart, and Toennies, Simmel concen-
trated on contemporary experience, including that of the customer and
the resident of the big city. His central questions concerned the elabora-
tion of market relations in the differentiated city and their effects on
social relations.

In his first book, Simmel stressed how with increased differentiation
the total individual dissolves into elements; the result is the construction
of human ties of a more varied sort with people who share partial traits
and relationships. As a consequence, new group relations become possi-
ble, and there is an acceleration of forms of social interaction. A decade
later, in The Philosophy of Money, Simmel maintained this perspective
and, in an important addition, linked it explicitly to exchange relation-
ships in urban society, a perspective developed even more fully as an
urban analysis in “Space and the Spatial Structures of Society,” which
composes the penultimate chapter of Simmel’s Sociology (1908). The
themes in this chapter are also taken up in ““The Metropolis and Mental
Life.” In these works the key elements of a sociology of differentiation in
space are elaborated: impersonality, detachment, isolation, segmented
friendships, commodification of relationships, and, above all, the sig-
nificance of boundaries. Perhaps the most brilliant contribution lies in
Simmel’s use of these elements to discuss alternative ways that social
relationships may get anchored in space. He contrasts the medieval city
from which it was difficult to exit with the residential mobility of the
twentieth century city. Although this freedom exists, Simmel observes,
particular social groups become anchored to distinctive territories. These
spaces tend to get named, thus individualized as separate; and each of
these territories tends to have one or more special buildings (church,



294 CONCLUSIONS

marketplace, school, transport center) that give it a focus, a hub of
activity, an identity, and a boundary.

This way of seeing urban space had profound implications for think-
ing about social and political order in society. For if society was now
internally differentiated, then it had to face basic new problems of social
control. An integrated society could be self-regulating, but a differen-
tiated one might dissolve into disconnected fragments.

These themes were developed most clearly with regard to their impli-
cations for a modern urban-based civilization in the political sociology of
Louis Wirth, who, together with his Chicago School of Sociology col-
leagues, was deeply influenced by Simmel. When Wirth wrote a preface
to a revised edition of Robert Park’s famous 1915 essay, “The City:
Suggestions for the Investigation of Human Behavior in the Urban Envi-
ronment,” he singled out Simmel’s urban essay as “’the most important
single article on the city from a sociological viewpoint.” Wirth’s own
1938 essay, “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” resonates with Simmelian
themes, albeit on a selective basis.!°

Wirth's critique of the city left out Simmel’s insight that metropolitan
differentiation makes possible unparalleled individual and group self-
development through the creation of new, relatively homogeneous,
“free”’ social areas. Instead, Wirth underscored the problems differentia-
tion poses to social cohesion. In his argument, the city is more than just
a fragmented social and spatial order; it is also a divided and disor-
ganized moral order. In this sociological analysis, Wirth highlighted an
older, conservative lament. Thus, for example, Carlyle in 1831 had de-
scribed industrial city dwellers as “’strangers. . . . It is a huge aggregate
of little systems, each of which is again a small anarchy, the members of
which do not work together, but scramble against each other.”!!

Wirth sided rather more with Toennies than with Durkheim. Primor-
dial integrative ties had been replaced by more artificial, secondary
ones. Shared values had been shattered. The fragmentary and partial
normative features of city life could not maintain social control (in the
sense of the capacity of the society as a whole to regulate itself in accor-
dance with shared aims). The consequences could be seen in political
disorganization and in an increase in such pathological behavior as per-
sonality disorders, crime, and weakened family life. In this analysis
Wirth presented in refracted form elite fears of contact with the new
immigrant working class masses, which were most often expressed in
metaphors of health and disease.

Urban differentiation and its negative consequences were likely to get
worse over time, Wirth thought, because spatial fragmentation and the
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collapse of a unified system of norms were driven by fundamental fea-
tures of the new city: its density and its concomitant competition for
scarce space, a competition that produced increasingly homogeneous
districts, social boundaries, and the quest for social avoidance of the less
desirable.

Wirth’s response was to seek through the policies of municipal poli-
tics secondary, mechanical substitutes for the loss of primary mecha-
nisms of social integration. He made a strong normative plea in behalf of
rationality, planning, and social science as the vehicles for achieving at a
secondary level the kind of societal coordination no longer available in
the fragmented, differentiated city.

In conservative hands, this vision was a plea for the imposition of
order by authoritative means if necessary. But it is important to remem-
ber that the differentiation perspective was not just a reactionary posi-
tion; it was also the common sense of critics of capitalism on the Left.
Engels, for one, heralded some of Simmel’s and Wirth’s themes when
he wrote of

the brutal indifference, the unfeeling isolation of each in his private inter-
est becomes the more repellent and offensive, the more these individuals
are crowded together, within a limited space. And, however much one
may be aware that this isolation of the individual, this narrow self-seeking
is the fundamental principle of our society everywhere, it is nowhere so
shamelessly barefaced, so self-conscious as just here in the crowding of a
great city. The dissolution of mankind into monads, of which each one has
a separate principle, the world of atoms, is here carried out to its utmost
extremes.!?

The differentiation perspective, in fact, has been less a subject for con-
test between Right and Left than the commonsense view of urban life,
one that has been elaborated in many ways by geographers and sociolo-
gists, by politicians and leaders of protest movements, by novelists and
artists. The portrait of differentiation versus order has provided the
stock imagery of urban life.

This analytical tradition of differentiation and these depictions of
cities and their spatial patterns have proved immensely appealing, in
part because they seem so readily to make sense of social reality. But this
appearance is based on the quite flawed assumptions that the basic units
of social analysis should be the individual and society; and that the ways
society and the individual shape and constrain each other should pro-
vide the main objects of social science investigation. I propose, following
the line of analysis developed by Charles Tilly, to hold these assump-
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tions up for examination and critique; then to suggest how an alternative
perspective might help us to ask better questions about city spaces and
politics and thus to see the city with more depth of vision; and, finally,
to indicate briefly how, each in his own way, Marx and Weber departed
from the differentiation perspective and shared in this alternative view.

To look at society-individual interactions from the dominant sociolog-
ical perspective is, first, to assume that society itself is a meaningful,
autonomous unit; and, second, that individuals internalize society and
its norms, and thus that individual action and dispositions are socially
conditioned. Individuals as carriers of societal patterns and values are
the basic units of disposition and action; hence all social theory and
social analysis ultimately must be methodologically individualist.

These assumptions may seem obvious—they are very deeply in-
grained not only in our social science but in our culture—but even a
cursory examination shows them not to be. The concept of a society
bounded in space has cohesion only if it can be said to constitute a
system. Yet, as Tilly observes, as an empirical matter society in the sense
of an interactive group never occurs. The world is divided into nation-
states, of course, with identifiable boundaries, but such processes and
activities as family life, production, and communications sometimes
take place in social fields much smaller than these units of citizens, and
sometimes on much larger fields, sometimes even on a global scale.
When “boundaries of different sorts of action do not coincide,” Tilly
writes, “the idea of a society as an autonomous, organized, interdepen-
dent system loses its plausibility.” He proposes, as an alternative to the
reification of society as the pivotal unit of analysis, that we adopt the
“idea of multiple social relationships” of different scale.’®

There is the obvious sense in which the individual is the irreducible
unit of social analysis. But a naked individualism, Tilly stresses, whether
or not it is tied to a more holistic societal analysis, can be very mislead-
ing. People are meaningful as social actors only insofar as they interact.
When Wirth borrowed from Simmel, it was this essential insight of
Simmelian sociology that he neglected. The basic units of action, Tilly
rightly insists, are not individuals but networks and relationships; and
the basic framework of action is not society but such social processes as
proletarianization or state building, which pattern ties between people
in determinative ways.

From the vantage point of the society-individual antinomy, the prob-
lem of differentiation appears as the problem of social order precisely
because it becomes more difficult for individuals in a differentiated
world to internalize societal values; differentiation produces a fragmen-
tation of values. From the perspective of relationships and social pro-



REFLECTIONS ON SPACE AND THE CITY 297

cesses, it becomes clear that the differentiation problematic itself is fun-
damentally flawed. Thus, for example, if we were to become interested
in Weber’s problem of state building and in the relationships of citizens
to state authorities, we would immediately face the reality that the con-
struction of modern nation-states is as much a story of the concentration
of sovereignty in the center as it is a story of differentiation. Or, if we
were to concentrate on Marx’s problem of the development of modern
capitalism and on the relationships of employers and their work forces,
we would have to deal with the profound concentration of production
and the implosion of capital that are hallmark characteristics of capitalist
industrial development.'* Indeed, one way to think about the modern
city is as the concentrated locus of power and capital.

By contrast to this kind of orientation, the differentiation versus order
model is a very blunt analytical instrument. It simplifies the modern
experience and reduces it to the familiar dichotomies of traditional and
modern, individual and society.

With regard to cities, the differentiation perspective presents a plausi-
ble social and spatial representation, but at the very great cost of closing
off questions about the fundamental social processes that affect and
shape city life, about the networks of relationships that, in their great
variety, define urbanity and its contradictions, and about the enormous
range of alternative patterns of spatial relations, class formation, and
collective action that characterize the modern city. We have only to read
Tobier’s chronicle of the massive changes in the nature of land use and
economic functions in central Manhattan, the Fainsteins’ description of
radical shifts from period to period in the role of government in the
development of the built-form, Shefter’s tale of how the reform-machine
antinomy was replaced by interest group politics, and Mollenkopf’s and
Kornblum and Beshers’ assessments of interactions among processes of
migration, shifts in local production, and markets understood in the
context of the world economy, neighborhood spatial patterns, and elec-
toral politics to see the cumbersome character of the differentiation-
order problematic and its inability to account for the variety and sources
of the dynamics of urban change.

The new and changing mix of uniformity and variation in nineteenth
and twentieth century New York was neither a process unto itself nor
simply the result of autonomous urban factors. Rather, most fundamen-
tally, differentiated urban patterns were the product of very large scale
processes that surmounted the agency of the city dwellers they affected.
These included such essential features of capitalism as uneven develop-
ment in space as a result of highly concentrated industrialization, a
radical shift in the new scale of work and production, and a tendency to
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convert land into real estate. Also in the sphere of the economy, there
was a massive expansion and extension of the market into all spheres of
civil society, free time, and personal expression.

The city was also a dependent result of a new role for the state, which
created the organizational framework necessary for capitalist market-
places and which, through its use of fiscal incentives to builders and
through direct development, planning, and regulation by building
codes and zoning, gave direction to the production of the physical city.
At the same time, the modern nation-state centralized power in the city
and helped stimulate its growth and shape. Municipal government fur-
ther reinforced the new segregation of city space by invoking its powers
to tax, police, and administer in ways that were differentiated by social
geography.

Let us return to Weber’s The City. Although he did not write a compa-
rable analysis for nineteenth and twentieth century cities, the way he
approached the subject of the medieval town presents a very fertile
example of the social process-network alternative to the differentiation
perspective.

A central theme of the study contrasts the Occidental and Oriental
city in terms of key differences in the nature of interactive groups: guilds
and territorial associations in the West; clans and castes in the East; and
between the ancient and medieval cities of the West in terms of the
relative importance of military clans in the ancient city and occupational
associations in the medieval city. Further, Weber locates these groups
and the networks in which they were embedded in terms of such basic
social processes as the development of rational economic activity and of
the emergence of autonomous bases of political authority. What finally
distinguished the medieval from the ancient city was the political
triumph of those groups that were the carriers of rational, market-
centered, capitalistic economic activity. Thus, for Weber, the sociological
and historical dimensions of urban analysis fuse in a much more richly
textured way than the simple dichotomies of the differentiation-order
perspective could possibly allow.

Or, consider Marx. Each of his three main analytical projects—an
understanding of epochal transformation; a model of the logic of the
capitalist economy; and the development of social theory concerned
with the relationships between capitalist development and such other
social processes as politics, kinship, and culture—suggests issues for
urban analysis significantly deeper and more varied than the differentia-
tion orientation. How is city space a constitutive element of capitalist
relations of production and consumption? How is the differentiation of
urban space shaped by the logic of capitalist accumulation? What is the
relationship between a fragmented city space and class formation?
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I do not mean to suggest that the issues that produced and gave force
to evolutionary differentiation theory are no longer with us, for they are
still our issues: anonymity and alienation; the ways the city insinuates
itself into intimate relations and into civil society; the circulation of mate-
rial goods and images; the milling of crowds; the dissolution and con-
struction of human bonds. We still want to ask whether the city is a
unified experience or a mere division and assemblage of disordered
elements, and if these, separately and together, constitute a barbarism
or an appealing spectacle or, more likely, an amalgam of both.

If we accept Thomas Bender’s challenge to make central the analysis
of contests over public culture (the systems of meaning and symbol that
interpret power and place in the city), and if we concede, within this
frame, that the questions produced at the turn of the century by social
theorists concerned with grappling with the new divisions within cities
remain good questions, they cannot be confronted, I have tried to sug-
gest, by the direct and seductive route of the differentiation problematic.
When we examine urban space, let us remember to inquire about the so-
cial processes that produced the landscape we see, and about the
various social relationships that bind the people in the factory, the of-
fice, the neighborhood, the park, and in the other arenas of city life. In
so exploring, we will do better to recall the methods and perspective of
Max Weber as the remarkable analyst of medieval towns than his stock
imagery, horror-stricken jottings as a tourist in the New World.
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advertising, 119, 120, 227

Afro-Americans, 207

agriculture, 11

American Federation of Teachers, 243

American Labor party (ALP), 150,
151, 170, 249

American Notes (Dickens), 29, 42

antebellum years, 3-73, 6916, 263,
278, 288-289, 290

anti-Semitism, 140

Apollo Theatre, 127

apparel or garment industry, 9, 13,
22n21, 83, 88, 91, 97, 136, 137, 138,
225, 229, 238

art, 26, 229, 287

artisans, 25, 32, 55, 58, 64, 66

Asians, 205, 206, 207, 231, 241, 245

Astor House Hotel, 44

Astor Library, 47

Astor Place Opera House, 27, 34, 35

Astor Place Riot, 27, 33, 43, 51150

Aurora, 40, 42

automobile, 87, 88, 98, 168

B

baby boom professionals, 233, 243—
244

Baltimore, 6, 25, 54

banking, 8, 143, 147, 227, 238, 251

Baptists, 59

Barnum’s American Museum, 27, 43,
44-45, 46, 116
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Battery Park, 32, 110, 179; City, 185,
187, 192-193, 279

Bedford-Stuyvesant, 179, 234

*“Bei Mir Bist Du Schoen” (song), 127,
128

bipolar models, 265, 266

blacks, 92, 99, 127, 128, 136, 144, 151-
152, 161, 162, 171-173, 176, 177,
181, 188, 189, 191, 215, 229, 234,
235, 237-241, 245; and politics, 244,
248, 249, 250-251, 274-276, 281;
and white ethnics, 201, 204, 206,
219

blue collar workers, 86, 100, 215, 220,
231, 239

Board of Estimate, 149, 153, 154, 168,
176

borrowing, 63, 143

bosses, 54, 56, 63, 64, 65

Boston, 5, 6, 8, 13, 25, 54, 190, 196150

Bowery, 26, 27, 38-42, 43, 44, 50n37,
109, 123

Bowery Theatre, 38-39, 116

Broad Channel, 215-216, 218, 219

Broadway, 27, 28, 35, 44, 78, 84, 94,
107, 109, 110, 112, 202

Bronx, 91, 138, 181, 234, 276

Brooklyn, 25, 80, 87, 88, 91, 138, 150,
168, 201-202, 204, 220, 22118, 234,
235, 276, 279

Brownsville, 136

budget, 56, 154, 184, 246-247; capital,
183

Budget Bureau, 153
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building, 268, 298

building trade unions, 147

business, 63, 66, 68, 109, 141, 142,
143, 145, 146-147, 149, 164, 175~
176, 177, 179, 189, 190-191, 193,
245-247; district, 77-105; services,
229, 238; trips, 8

C

Canal Street, 78

Canarsie, 204, 234

capital, 10, 21, 47, 50n25, 164; foreign,
193; goods, 9; projects, 147, 184~
185, 281

capitalism, 77, 85, 92, 274, 285, 287-
288, 291-292, 295, 297, 298-299

Caribbean, 231, 245

Catholics, 59, 64, 78, 136, 189, 243,
249

Central Federated Union, 137

Central Park, 27, 43, 45-48, 61, 62,
278

Century, 114

Chamber of Commerce, 138, 144

charity, 56, 57, 59, 61, 62, 63, 67, 139,
142, 149

Chase Bank, 175

Chatham Street, 26, 27

Chelsea, 89, 92, 95, 96

childhood, 71124

child mortality rates, 3

Chinese, 238, 239, 240, 241

cities: and inequality, 18, 20; politics,
54; space and, 285-300

Citizens Budget Commission, 246

Citizens Committee for Children, 154

Citizens Housing and Planning Coun-
cil, 154

Citizen’s Union, 249

“City, The” (Park), 294

City, The (Weber), 287, 298

City Charter, 186

city council, 70112, 146, 150, 151

City Hall, 32, 47

City Hall Park, 32, 107, 109, 110, 112

City Planning Commission, 164, 172

City Politics (Banfield and Wilson), 64—
65

City Reform party, 54

civic: associations, 149, 153, 154; lead-
ership, 55, 56

civil rights, 281

civil service, 152, 189, 239

Civil Service Forum, 151

Civil War, 20, 47

class(es): and commercial culture, 109,
122, 123-124, 126~-127, 129, 202-
203, 290-291; consciousness, 53;
contact among, 109-112; culture,
and place, 25-52, 290-292; and
ethnicity, 214-220; and machine
politics, 57-59, 63, 64, 66; and poli-
tics, 251, 273-275, 276-277; and
race, 240-241

Clinton, 89, 96

Coliseum, 167

Columbia University, 47, 167

comics, 121-123

commerce, 3, 4-7, 8-9, 10, 11, 17, 19,
77, 79; see also business

commercial: construction, 178; cul-
ture, 107-133; districts, 95

commissioners, 62

Commissioners Plan of 1811, 25

Commission on Intergroup Relations,
151-152

Committee on Slum Clearance Proj-
ects (CSC), 165, 167, 170

common council, 57, 63

communalism, 203

communication, 6-8; industry, 112,
227, 229

Communists, 145, 150, 151

community: -based economic devel-
opment, 179; boards, 186—188; con-
cept of, 55, 65, 69; groups, and de-
velopment, 172, 176, 177, 186-189,
191; groups, and politics, 278, 281;
housing development corporations,
186; power, 181-182

Community Action Programs, 187

Community Council, 154

Community Development Block
Grant (CDBG) program, 182, 184,
193

Community Renewal program, 172

Coney Island, 113, 125-126, 202-203,
220

conservatism, 161, 244, 246
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construction industry, 11, 14, 147,
149, 168

consumer goods, 9, 25

consumption culture, 227

contracts, 61, 62, 63, 72n46, 147

co-op and condominium housing, 183

Co-op City, 180

Cooperative Community of Breezy
Point, 217

Cooper Square Development Com-
mittee, 176

corporate: headquarters, 227, 245—
246; services, 227, 239, 240; see also
business

corruption, 63, 65, 142-143

crafts, 32, 58, 59

crime, 137, 190; organized, 143

criminal underworld, 142, 150, 151

culture: class, and place, 25-52, 274;
class and, white ethnic, 202-203;
commercial, 107-133, 202; mass,
129, 290-291; and politics, 60, 64—
65, 72n49, n51; and postindustrial
transformation, 227-229; public,
261-271

Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918,
The (Kern), 286-287

Customs House, 62, 144

D

Daily Plebeian, 42

David Copperfield (Dickens), 113

Delaware and Raritan Canal, 6

democracy, 37, 40, 46, 48n4, 53-54

Democratic party, 38, 41, 42, 43, 56,
57,59, 60-61, 62, 64, 70n12, 135,
139, 140, 144-145, 146-153, 171,
176, 182, 247-248, 249, 252, 273,
274-277, 281; district leaders, 151;
and ethnic electorate, 243-245; pri-
maries, 243, 250

demography: and culture, 266; and
economic structure, 3-23; and post-
industrial transformation, 230-233;
and voting, 250-251

department stores, 110-111, 112

Depression, 91, 92, 97-100, 164

development, 147, 161-199, 273, 278-
282, 297

Diary of Philip Hone (Nevins), 34, 37,
38, 50n21, n26-n28, n30-n32

differentiation, 27, 291-299

domestic service, 13

Dominicans, 234, 237, 238, 239, 240,
241

Downtown-Lower Manhattan Associ-
ation (DLMA), 175-176, 178

Draft Riot, 136

Drunkard, The (Smith), 44

Dutch trading companies, 79

E

Eastern Europeans, 82, 83, 91, 139,
140, 234

East Flatbush, 234

East Harlem, 136, 234, 245

East River, 84, 94, 96, 176

East Side, 165

East Village, 176

ecological dimensions, 201-221

economic structure: and culture, 266,
267; demographic change and, 3-
23; governing regimes and, 161-
199; and machine politics, 138, 141;
and Manhattan business district,
77-78, 79, 100-101; postindustrial
transformation of, 223-255

education, 53, 59, 145, 190, 229, 233,
238, 243; parochial, 64

egalitarianism, 267

electorate, 152, 242-245, 252

elite: and culture, 26-27, 30-31, 33,
34-35, 107, 110, 268; and develop-
ment, 164-176; industrial age, 78;
and party bosses, 54; and political
power, 26, 33, 41-42, 57, 66; and
politics, 140, 149, 246; and reform
movement, 145; see also business

Emergency Financial Control Board
(EFCB), 183

employment, 3, 8, 9-14, 96, 97-98,
102120, 229; by industry, 163, 225-
226; postindustrial, 226230, 235-
241, 255-258; by sector, 100, 161,
225-230, 231, 238-240

England, 58, 6668, 82

entertainment, 96, 107, 227

Episcopalians, 59
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Erie Canal, 80, 82

ethnic, 101n6, 206, 208, 289; culture,
27, 121, 128; diversity, 57; employ-
ment and occupations, 13-14, 231,
235-241, 255-258; migration, 14-15,
136; politics, 53, 60, 6465, 144, 147,
242-245, 249-251, 273; settlement
patterns, 233-235; white, 201-221;
and zoning, 95

evangelical missionaries, 33

Evening Post, 63

expenditure effects, 18, 23135

expenditures, municipal, 63, 143, 149

exports, 6, 7, 62

F

farmers, 11, 66

fashion industry, 50129, 227, 229

FDR-Woodrow Wilson Reform Demo-
cratic Club, 172

Federalists, 65

federal urban renewal program, 164,
165

feminists, 243-244, 249

feudalism, 287

Fifteenth Ward, 26, 27, 30, 34-38, 40,
43, 50129, 289

Fifth Avenue, 95, 137

film, 113, 129

finance, 8, 81, 225, 226, 227, 229, 238

Finance Control Board, 246

financial district, 87, 94, 95

fiscal situation, 63; crisis of 1907, 143;
crisis of 1932-1933, 143; crisis of
1975, 177, 183, 190-191, 223, 229,
246-247, 248

Five Points, 26, 27, 28-34, 38, 41, 289

Ford Foundation, 191

Fordham University, 165

foreign-born, 14, 17, 20, 25, 58, 59,
231

Forest Hills, 181

42nd Street Development Project, 279,
283113

421a program, 184

franchises, 62, 63, 66

Frank Leslie’s lllustrated Weekly, 45-46

free speech, 270n15

G

gangs, 57, 63, 137, 139, 144, 150

Garment Center, 97, 137; see also ap-
parel industry; textiles

Gateway Advisory Commission, 218

Gateway National Recreation Area,
204, 216-219, 22117

Gemeinschaft, 291, 292

General Trades Union, 40

gentrification, 183-184, 280

“gentry,” 243-244

“Gent'’s Gloves”” (Porter), 125

Germans, 14, 17, 20, 58, 60, 78, 82,
136, 208, 209, 289; Jews, 83, 139, 140

Gesellschaft, 291-292

“Gift of the Magi” (Porter), 125

Glance at New York, A (Baker), 40

good government committees, 249

Governing New York City (Sayre and
Kaufman), 135

government, 298; efficiency, 149; lo-
cal, 66-68, 161; service employ-
ment, 14, 226, 229, 238-239; spend-
ing, 246-247

Grace Church, 34, 35

Gramercy Park, 35, 95, 96

Grand Central Station, 86, 95

Gravesend, 219

Great Society, 281

Greeks, 203, 207, 208, 209, 234

Greensward plan, 45, 46

Greenwich Village, 96, 136

guidebooks, 114, 116-119

H

harbor, 9, 77, 80-81, 100

Harlem, 111, 127, 128, 167, 234, 280

Harper’s Monthly, 114

health services, 33, 229, 238

Hell’s Kitchen, 89, 90, 92, 112, 123,
136

Henry George clubs, 140

Herald Square, 112

highways, 164, 168-169, 170, 191, 192

Hispanics, 161, 162, 173, 177, 181,
188, 189, 191, 204, 205, 206, 207,
215, 219, 223, 231, 234, 235, 237-
239, 240, 241; and politics, 244245,
249-251, 275, 276, 281
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“Hogan’s Alley” (comic), 121-122, 123

Home Journal, The, 34

homeowners, 153

Horticulturalist, 45

hotels, 94-95, 110

household patterns, 231-233, 243

housing, 50138, 88-92, 93, 94, 101,
179-181, 182-184, 192, 193; aban-
donment, 181, 184; code, 61, 110;
community groups and, 186, 187,
188; costs, 19; discrimination in,
151; labor movement and, 191; new
construction, 174, 180-181; public,
167, 172-174, 278; rehabilitation,
170, 171, 180, 183-184; shortage,
190; subsidized, 173-174, 181, 183-
184, 279; and urban renewal pro-
gram, 170-171

Housing and Community Redevelop-
ment Act (1974), 182, 192

Housing and Development Adminis-
tration, 182

Housing and Redevelopment Board,
176

Housing and Urban Renewal Act
(1949), 192; Title I, 165, 167, 169,
170, 171, 173, 174, 192, 193, 194n4

Housing Finance Agency (HFA), 174

Housing Preservation and Develop-
ment (HPD) Department, 184

Howard Beach, 214

Hudson River, 80-81, 94, 96, 100

Hudson River Railroad, 81

humor, 125

Hunts Point market, 176

I

immigrants, 227, 236, 241, 245, 289;
and machine politics, 53, 55, 59, 60,
61, 63, 64-65, 72n49, 139-141; and
reformers, 144

immigration, 3, 14-18, 20, 33, 58-59,
60, 91, 102124, 136, 233; and labor
supply, 82-83, 98-99

impersonal association, 262-263

imports, 6, 7, 80

income, 9-10; effects of inequality in-
dex, 18; inequality, 3-23, 223; see
also inequality

Indians, 234

individualism, 203, 295, 296-297

Industrial and Commercial Incentives
Board (ICIB), 185

Industrial Congress, 61

industrial era, 77-157, 288

industrialization, 3, 8, 9, 19, 4812, 55,
58, 65, 66, 261-262, 26912, 286, 289,
297

“industrial system,”” 66

industry, 3, 136; decline of, 223; em-
ployment by, 163, 238, 239, 240-
241, 255-258

inequality, 18-19, 20, 21, 23135, 25,
32, 34, 35-36, 241, 252, 265, 266,
289; and culture, 25, 27, 48; and
politics, 273, 274, 276, 277

in rem program, 184, 186

Interborough Rapid Transit Company
strike, 137

interior realm, and public life, 264
265

intervention, 192-193

Irish, 14, 17, 20, 25, 58, 60, 65, 78, 82,
136, 137, 201, 203, 208, 209, 212,
213, 214, 215, 217, 220, 22118, 231,
234, 235, 236, 238, 239, 240, 243,
252, 289

Italians, 78, 98, 136, 139, 141, 144,
145, 150, 151, 152, 201, 203, 204,
207, 208, 209, 212, 213, 214, 215,
220, 22118, 231, 234, 235, 236, 238,
240, 243, 250, 252, 277

]

Jamaica Bay, 201, 202, 209, 214-220

Jamaicans, 237, 238, 239, 240

Jeffersonian democracy, 18, 48n2

Jersey shore, 87

Jews, 78, 82, 83, 91, 98, 127, 128, 136-
137, 139-140, 144, 145, 150, 151,
152, 153, 189, 201, 203, 204, 205-
206, 207-208, 209, 214, 215, 218,
219, 221n8, 231, 234, 235, 236, 238,
240, 242, 243, 244, 250, 252, 277, 281

J-51 tax abatement law, 183-184

journalists, 51139

Journal of Commerce, 57

journeymen, 32, 48n2, 58, 142
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judiciary, 146, 151
juvenile novels, 114-116

K

“Katzenjammer Kids” (comic), 122

Kennedy Airport, 214, 215, 216

knickerbocker New York, 31, 33,
49n14

Know Nothings, 60, 63, 71126

L

labor: force, 3, 10, 11-14, 17, 32, 58~
59, 82—-83, 98-99, 100; leaders, 61;
legislation, 140; market, 4, 25, 87,
230, 240, 289; movement, 57, 61, 67,
137-138, 139, 140, 174, 191; unions,
20, 43, 56, 67, 137-138, 153, 243,
249, 277

laborers, 66

Ladies’ Mile, 48

laissez-faire, 66

land use, 92-96, 297-298

law, 73n57

Ledger, 114

Legislative Task Force on Reappor-
tionment, 250

Leslie’s Popular Monthly, 114

Liberal party, 150-151, 153, 277

liberals, 53, 153, 154, 164, 168, 170,
174, 191, 204, 243, 244, 249, 250,
252, 281

libraries, 26

light industry, 20, 94, 95

Lights and Shadows of New York Life
(McCabe), 117

Lincoln Center, 167

lofts, 83-84, 88, 94, 96-97, 229, 234—
235, 278

Louisiana, 23134

Lower East Side, 26, 78, 89, 90-91, 92,
96, 127, 128, 136, 137, 140, 141, 234,
280

lower income groups, 161, 164, 177,
181, 182, 188-189, 193, 204

Lower Manhattan, 85-86, 87, 89,
103132, 175-176, 178-179, 190, 278;
Expressway, 176

low-income housing, 61-62, 167, 171,
172, 180-181, 184, 186, 187, 188,
191, 192

luxury, 29-34, 36-37, 38, 43, 48,
50n29, 285; housing, 26, 112

M

machine politics, 267-268, 274-277,
289; origins of, 53-73; and regime
transformation, 135-157

Macy’s, 227

Madison Square, 110

magazines, youth, 114

managerial and professional workers,
231, 233, 237, 238, 239

Manhattan, 138, 150, 165, 168, 171,
184, 189, 221n8, 245-246, 275;
borough president, 151, 181; busi-
ness district, 77-105, 169, 190

manufacturing, 136; decline of, 225-
226, 229, 241; employment, 96, 97—
98, 102120, 229, 238, 239; and
ethnic employment, 14, 231; growth
of, 78, 81-84, 87-88, 93, 94, 96-99;
rise of, 3, 6, 8-10, 11, 20, 23n35,
288-289; and skilled labor, 11, 18;
value-added table, 10; women in,
13

market: forces, 225, 279, 293; modern
city and, 263, 287, 298

Massachusetts, 7, 17, 22n27

mass transit, 94, 101, 110, 168

mayoralty, 140, 153, 154

Mayor’s Committee on Management
Survey, 149

mechanics, 32, 48n2

mercantile era, 1-73, 78, 80-81, 287-
288

mercantile press, 37, 43

Merchants’ Association, 144

Methodists, 59

““Metropolis and Mental Life, The”
(Simmel), 293

Metropolitan Life Insurance Com-
pany, 165

Metropolitan Street Railway Com-
pany, 138

Meyer Committee, 143
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middle classes, 20, 45, 48, 58, 96, 110,
111, 113, 114-115, 116, 122, 123,
137-138, 182, 186, 187, 188, 189,
202, 234, 235, 247; black, 234; and
machine politics, 141, 276; morality,
57; and reform movement, 145, 147,
277; WASP values, 65; white ethnic,
201, 204, 215, 217

middle-income housing, 167, 171,
172,173, 174, 176, 178, 180, 188

Midtown, 86-87, 94-95, 96, 189

migration, 14-18, 19; chain, 207;
county-level estimates, 22126; do-
mestic migration, 17; net, 4, 15,
22n26, n27

minimum wage, 61

minorities, 145, 164, 169, 171, 172,
177, 181-182, 191, 203, 229, 231,
233, 235-237, 239-241; backlash
against, 204, 220; employment,
257-258; and political order, 242,
244-245, 247, 248, 249-252, 276; see
also specific groups

Misérables, Les (Hugo), 113

Mitchell-Lama program, 173-174, 180,
193, 278

mob, 33, 43, 4950120, 55, 63, 70110

Model Cities Program, 179-180, 192

moderate-income housing, 173, 180,
184, 186, 191, 192

modernity, 285-286

moral: geography, 117, 118-119, 124;
reformers, 60, 66

mortality, 15, 22n27

municipal: employees, 59, 151, 152,
154; finances, 143, 147; hospital sys-
tem, 152; services, 246-247; see also
public

Municipal Assistance Corporation
(MAC), 183, 189

Municipal Economic Commission
(MEC), 144

Murray Hill, 95, 96

museums, 229

“My Heart Belongs to Daddy” (song),
128

Muysteries and Miseries of New York
(Buntline), 42

Mysteries of Paris, The (Sue), 42

N

nabobs, 34-35

Nation, 169

National Academy of Sciences, 217

National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People
(NAACP), 172

national politics, 56, 65, 66, 144, 146,
148, 164, 182, 279

nativists, 59, 60, 63, 95

Neighborhood Housing Services
(NHS), 186

neighborhoods, 171, 292

Newark, 54

New Deal, 148, 249, 275, 278, 281

New England, 17-18

New Jersey, 17

newspapers, 8, 26, 37, 38, 42, 43,
51n48, 63, 112, 119-121, 129, 138,
149, 153, 249

New York Association for Improving
the Condition of the Poor, 33

New York City Housing Authority,
(NYCHA), 167

New York County Democratic Com-
mittee, 249

New York Dispatch, 49n13

New Yorker, 123

New York Herald, 35, 37, 47, 136

New-York Historical Society, 116

New York Journal, 119

New York Kehillah, 140

New York Mirror, 34

New York Partnership, 189

New York State, 7; Census, 17, 70n18;
Commission on Building Districts
and Restrictions, 93-96

New York Sun, 116

New York Sunday World, 120, 121-
122, 125

New York, The Wonder City (Chase),
116

New York Times, 63, 136-137, 217, 219,
243

New York University (NYU), 165

New York Urban Coalition, 179

New York Yacht Club, 36

nightlife, 111
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o

occupations, 11, 20, 58-59, 230, 231,
235-241, 289

Ocean Hill-Brownsville dispute, 243

office buildings, 8487, 88, 93, 94, 99—
100, 110, 111, 178, 183, 184, 185,
190, 193

Oliver Optic novels, 114, 116

Omnibus Housing Act (1983), 187

On the Waterfront (film), 226

opera, 27, 36

organic vs. mechanical solidarity, 291,
292

P

Panic of 1837, 40, 57

parades, 32

Park Avenue, 110, 112

Parks Council, 217

Park Theatre, 27, 32, 4815

Park West Village, 171

party system, 54, 55-56, 191, 274, 280

patricians, 56, 65, 70n13

patronage, 47, 54, 56, 57, 60, 62-63,
65, 70n13, 71n37, 148, 149, 151, 276

Pennsylvania, 6, 7, 17

Pennsylvania Station, 86, 92, 95

penny press, 26, 37, 42

personal service, 14

Philadelphia, 4, 5, 6, 8, 13-14, 22n21,
25, 54

Philosophy of Money, The (Simmel), 293

Pittsburgh, 54, 190

place, 25-52, 290-291

planning, 192

pluralism, 135, 147-154, 169, 248,
267-268, 270111, 275

police, 62, 67, 136

Police Gazette, The, 114

Polish Jews, 82, 206

political capitals, 287-288

political clubs, 54, 63

political economy, 66; governing re-
gimes and, 161-199

political parties, 56-57, 66

politics, 26, 297; antebellum, and cul-
ture, 27, 29, 37-38, 40, 41-42, 47,
289; as career, 55-56; of develop-
ment, 161-199, 279-283; and eco-

nomic structure, in industrial era,
78; and incorporation and contain-
ment, 135-157; and journalism, 120;
machine, 53-73, 135-157, 267-268,
274-277, 289; and place, 273-283,
289, 296; postindustrial transforma-
tion of, 223-224, 241-254; and
public culture, 262, 264, 266269

poor (poverty), 19, 30, 33, 42, 43,
49119, 54, 56, 57, 63, 66, 67, 90, 109,
115, 141, 177, 186, 189, 231, 233,
240, 279

popular: journalism, 51n48; senti-
ment, 57; songs, 126, 127-128, 129

population, 102n9, 136; growth, 3-4,
5, 14, 25; and housing, 89, 90; and
immigration, 14-15, 136; and poli-
tics, 56, 58, 67, 138; postindustrial,
230-231; by race, 162

Port Authority (PA), 167, 168, 175,
176, 179, 193

postindustrial era, 159-258; and eco-
nomic forces, 225-230; and social
and demographic forces, 230-241

post-reform administrations, 147

Pratt Institute, 165

Presbyterians, 59

printing industry, 97, 112, 289

print media, 13, 26, 42, 47

Private City, The (Warner), 65

private vs. public, 266-267

privatism, 72n51

professional services, 11, 14

progressives, 148, 161

Prohibition, 111-112

Proportional representation, 151

prostitution, 28-29, 32, 42, 139, 141

Protestants, 64, 66, 136

Providence, 54

public, 48; culture, 261-271, 299; vs.
private, 266-267; “-private partner-
ship,” 165

public employees unions, 249, 251,
277

public employment, 61-62, 63, 65

public health officials, 90

public housing, 167, 171, 172-174,
177, 180

public schools, 57, 59, 71123, 229;
community boards, 181, 186



SUBJECT INDEX 317

Public School Society, 59

public services, 141, 229, 239

public works, 61-62, 138, 148-149,
275, 281

publishing, 13, 122, 136, 227, 289

Puerto Ricans, 92, 172, 231, 234, 237,
238-239, 240, 245, 248

Putnam’s, 50n29

Q

Queens, 201, 202-203, 205-220,
221n8, 234, 276

R

racial groups, 145, 147, 151-152, 206,
243; and discrimination in housing,
151, 171; and neighborhood de-
fense, 219-220; and politics, 250—
251, 277; see also minorities; residen-
tial segregation

Racket Club, 36

radicals, 29, 34, 43, 61, 137, 138, 140,
145-146, 151, 156123, 177, 246, 281

Ragged Dick (Alger), 114-116

railroads, 8081, 82, 87, 88, 98, 112

real estate: interests, 147, 168, 183,
187; market, 79, 91, 92-93, 193, 280,
292, 298

reformers, 60, 63-64, 69, 90, 113, 141—
147, 171, 172, 176, 224, 244, 248,
275, 277, 280, 289; and pluralist re-
gime, 147-154; resurgence of, 248—
252

Regional Plan Association, 217, 252n1

regulation, 66

religion, 60, 62, 139, 214

rent, 19, 61; controls, 171, 180, 187,
278

Republican party, 59, 60, 139, 145,
146, 150, 151, 249, 277

residential: districts, 95, 290; segrega-
tion, 204--213, 220

restaurants, 110, 227-229, 253n7

retail stores, 94-95

rich, 18, 19, 30, 32, 42, 43, 54, 66; poor
vs., 63, 115, 116

Riis Beach, 218

riots, 33, 70110, 136

Rockaway beaches, 217-218
Rockefeller Center, 97, 100, 112
Roosevelt Island, 180

Russian Jews, 82, 83

S

San Francisco, 190, 196150

sanitary reformers, 49119

sanitation department strike, 137

Scandinavians, 82

Scottish, 58

Section 8 appropriations, 188, 278

sector, 3, 13-14, 100, 161, 224, 225-
226, 227-230, 231, 238-240

securities industry, 229

serial bargaining, 147

service sector, 11, 13, 18, 20, 23135,
99, 161, 223, 226-227, 231, 238, 239,
240

settlement patterns, 234-235

shipping industry, 77-78

short stories, 123-127

Sixth Ward Spartan Association, 34

skilled workers, 4, 11, 14, 15, 17, 18—
19, 20, 21, 23n35, 26, 82, 83

skyscraper, 84-87

social: forces, postindustrial, 230-241;
order, 291-292, 294; relationships,
263; relationships, and space, 285~
300

social-democrats, 153

Social Gospel, 142

socialism, 137, 145, 203, 281

Socialists, 138

social legislation, 140

social services, 229, 238, 247, 249

social welfare programs, 145

social workers, 142

society, 34-36, 38, 292, 294, 295-297

Society for the Prevention of Pauper-
ism, The, 33

Sociology (Simmel), 293

South, 18

South Bronx, 180, 234

South Street Seaport, 184, 185, 187

space: and the city, 285-300; public,
267; see also place

Spartan Association, 41

spatial relationships, 263
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standard industrial classifications
(SICs), 13, 21n14

state: election laws, 151; government,
66, 67—68, 150

State Emergency Tenant Protection
Action, 187

Staten Island, 168, 201

street life, 108, 112, 113, 114-115

strikes, 137-138

Strycker’s Bay Neighborhood Coun-
cil, 172, 188

Student and Schoolmate, 114

Stuyvesant Town, 164, 165

Subterranean, 29, 42

suburbanization, 20-21, 98

subway system, 86, 90, 95, 103133,
110, 138-139, 143, 278; fares, 149;
strikes, 137-138

suffrage, 54, 55, 56, 65, 66, 68, 267,
274, 289

symphonic music, 27

T

Tammany Hall machine, 135, 138-152

taxes, 63, 141, 143, 149, 154, 246; sub-
sidies for construction, 184

television, 113, 227

temperance, 60, 71n24

tenant organizations, 186

Tenderloin, 123, 128, 137

Tenement House Act, (1901), 90

tenements, 57, 61, 89, 90, 92, 96, 101,
110, 118, 165, 170, 183

textiles, 6, 9, 289

theater, 26, 38-39, 40, 42, 43, 44-45,
47,94-95, 107, 110, 112, 187, 202,
229; musical, 129-130; ticket prices,
48n5

Third Avenue Elevated Railway Com-
pany, 138

third party movements, 60

Times Square, 107, 109, 112, 185, 187,
202, 268

Tin Pan Alley, 113, 127-128

tourism, 227

transportation, 6-8, 11, 13, 82, 83, 86,
98, 100, 143, 164, 167-169, 190

“triage strategy,” 182-183

Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Au-
thority (TBTA), 165, 167, 168

Trip to America (Matthews), 49n11

Tweed ring, 47, 138

Two Years Before the Mast (Dana), 29

U

underclass, 241

unemployed, 61, 62, 63

“Unfinished Story, The” (Porter), 124

Union club, 36

Union Square, 30, 35, 47-48, 110

United Housing Foundation (UHF),
167, 173, 174, 180

United Nations, 164, 165

U. S. Census, 205, 232

U. S. Department of the Interior, 217

U. S. Sanitary Commission, 47

U. S. Urban Renewal Administration,
165

unrestricted districts, 95, 96

unskilled workers, 11, 13, 15, 17, 18-
19, 20, 23n35, 289

upper classes, 20, 27, 34-36, 58, 110,
123, 125, 137, 179, 202, 218, 234; En-
glish, 68; and machine politics, 141;
and reform movement, 142, 145

upper income housing, 171, 172, 178,
184

Upper Manhattan, 86, 91

Urban Development Action Grant
(UDAG), 185, 193

Urban Development Corporation
(UDC), 178, 183, 185, 189, 192-193,
279

urban inequality index, 18-19

“Urbanism as a Way of Life”” (Wirth),
294

urbanization, 3, 4, 8, 25, 262

urban national parks, 216-217

urban renewal, 164-167, 169, 170—
174, 176, 177, 178, 182, 191, 192,
194n4, 279

Urban Renewal Board (URB), 170,
172

urban squatter/urban luxury rent in-
dex, 19, 23n43
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v

vacancy decontrol, 187

vaudeville, 111, 113, 130

Vauxhall Garden, 32, 39, 40, 44

Verrazano Narrows Bridge, 168

vice, 117-119

volunteer fire companies, 32, 41, 55,
56-57, 63, 70n10, n15

voter registration, 244

w

wages, 18-19, 23135, 58-59, 61

Wall Street, 78, 81, 85, 94, 96, 175

wards, 56

Washington Heights, 234

Washington Square, 30, 35

WASPs, 65, 72n49, 231, 235, 238, 240

waterfront, 80-81, 87, 94, 226

wealth, 61; inequality of, 18, 19, 25,
32, 34, 35-36, 289; and office hold-
ing, 26, 55; and place, 31-32, 109;
and political leadership, 55, 56

welfare dependency, 179

West Indians, 207, 234, 251

West Side, 84, 86, 89, 90, 92, 96, 100,
123, 176; urban renewal project,
170, 172, 192

West Side Convention Center, 185

West Side Urban Renewal Area
(WSURA), 188

West Village, 89, 176

West Village Committee, 176

Westway, 187-188

Whigs, 38, 42, 43, 56, 57, 59, 60

white collar workers, 85-86, 231, 238

whites, 161, 171, 172, 177, 223, 233;
ethnic, 201-221, 231, 233-234, 235-
236, 276; occupations, 235-236, 239;
and political order, 242, 250, 252;
women, 231

Whitestone, 214

Williamsburg, 136

women, 20, 231; electorate, 244; em-
ployment, 13, 14, 231; and immigra-
tion, 16, 17, 19; industry and occu-
pational distribution, 234, 236, 237,
238, 239, 240, 241, 256, 258; inter-
mingling with men, 111-112; in
juvenile novels, 115; in literature,
124-125; and luxury, 36-37; and
politics, 249

work, 262, 289, 290, 297

working class, 294; changing structure
of, 58-59, 68, 223, 289-290; and cul-
ture, 39-40, 41-42, 50138, 60, 63,
107, 110, 111, 121, 124-127, 129,
130, 203, 215-216, 290; and devel-
opment, 169, 170, 189, 191; hous-
ing, 89-92, 93, 110, 171, 174; and
politics, 56, 58-59, 60, 61, 63, 64,
65, 66, 67, 71n19, 137-138, 223, 273,
274, 276, 277; white ethnic, 231

Workingman'’s party, 42

Working Men’s movement, 32, 41

World Trade Center, 178, 185

WPA Guide, 116

writers, popular, 42, 51139

Y

“Yellow Kid, The” (comic), 122

Yellow Press, 119-121, 122

Young Man, The (Todd), 41

young professionals, 233, 234, 243-
244, 249, 251

young workers, 19

youth and culture, 114-116

Youth’s Companion, 114

N

zoning, 92-96, 137, 178, 180, 192, 278,
298






























