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The Politics of Building Regional Multi-racid Political Codlitions

Introduction

This paper argues againgt a‘one szefitsal’ economicaly-focused approach to building multi-
racid political coditions around issues of poverty in cities and surrounding metropolitan arees. Different
political structures and disparate histories of racia conflict in cities create distinct problems (some
organizationa, some ideologica, some both) across regions for building multi-racid politica coditions.
The paper dso suggests that successful politica coditions are likely to be both race/ethnic conscious
and class conscious. Ladlly, the paper argues that regiond political srategies need not only anaysis of
economic and demographic trends but creative approaches to de— and recongtructing politicd,
organizationa, and socid identities.

The Argument for Building Regiond Political Coditions

A number of recent works argue that U.S. democracy is vulnerable not only because the nation
has the highest income disparities between rich and poor in the industridized world but because this
inequdity has become spatialized [Peter Dreier, 2001 #536][ Denton, 1993 #538][Wilson, 1996 #537]
. Rich people encase themsalvesin a“ privileged environment, especialy with respect to loca
education,” that perpetuates socid and economic advantage. The poor are concentrated in inner-cities
and inner-ring suburbs with poor schools, inadequate access to jobs, and negative stereotypesthat “tilts
the political terrain” [Peter Dreier, 2001 #536]. The literal separation between poor and middle class
areas hampers the formation of political coditions and eection of members of Congress committed to
policies that could reduce growing income inequaity. Some argue that the structure of metropolitan
fragmentation and jurisdictiona competition for wedlthy resdents with few socid needs (high tax

revenues, low expenditures) is leading to adisruption of the American Dream not only for the poor but



increeangly for the middle class. Thismay creete apalitica danger for the gate. The middle classliving
on the outer fringes of the suburbs are working more hours, commuting longer distances to work, and
gpending lesstime with their families. They shared lessin risng corporate profits during the 1990s.
Those living in the inner suburbs are experiencing increasing poverty, crime, and neighborhood decline
that was once characterigtic only of inner-cities.

Some also0 argue that racia segregation isamgor factor in economic segregation. A black
person in 1990 was five times more likely to live in an areaof concentrated poverty than awhite person.

Blacks comprised about haf the population of high-poverty census tracts in 1990, while condituting
only 12.6 percent of the population. Becauise of housing segregation, middle class blacks are more
likely to live close to poor blacks than middle class whites are likdly to live near poor whites. However,
some authors find 9gns of increasing economic (or class) segregation independent of racia segregation
[Peter Dreier, 2001 #536, p. 50]. The white poor are living in more concentrated areas, and while
black resdentid concentration has declined dightly, the concentration of the black poor has also
continued to increase.

Suburbanization was caused by federd trangportation policies favoring the automobile, the
military’ slocation of facilities and selection of defense contractorsin the suburbs, and federa housing
policies that benefitted suburbs by subsidizing homeownership—suburban householders are more likely
to own their homes than city resdents. Federad housing policies were aso deeply racidly biased
higtoricdly, at times encouraging banks to undervaue black neighborhoods and limit loans to them.
There was a0 discrimination againg black homebuyersin the red estate industry and resistence by

white residents, some of it violent, to keeping blacks out of al-white suburbs. Meanwhile federdly



subsidized low-income housing and public housing congtruction generdly reinforced segregation by
alowing locd municipdlities to keep out subsidized housing or by alowing locd officids to locate low-
income housing in segregated, and often isolated, areas. Long term disinvestment and neglect in urban
ghettos led to frustration among the urban poor, then riots, which in turn led to increased federd
spending in poor neighborhoods. Increased federd investment was soon followed by the eection of
black mayorsin Gary, Indianaand Cleveland in 1967. Theriots aso accelerated white flight to the
suburbs, and in other cities helped dect conservative paliticians such as Frank Rizzo in Philadelphia
These conservatives used racia gpped's to promote “ get tough” anti-crime policies and limited aid to
poor neighborhoods [Peter Dreier, 2001 #536].

Place Matters, by Peter Dreier, John Mollenkopf, and Todd Swanstrom, argues that the trends
noted above can only be reversed through the construction of new metropolitan-wide politica
coalitions. They maintain that the key to Democratic control of Congressistwo-fold: () increasing
politica turnout in centra cities, and (b) defeating Republican Strategies amed at splitting off suburban
from centra city voters. In regard to urban turnout, they note that, “[ijn 1944, thirty-two mgor centra
cities cast 27 percent of the nationa votein presdentid eections. By 1992, their share had declined to
only 14 percent” [Peter Dreier, 2001 #536, p. 234-240]. “Based on adrop inthe cities share of the
nationd electorate, they should have dropped only 8 points....” Because amgority of voters now live
in the suburbs and urban turnout is reatively low, the battleground for control of Congress and the
Presidency has shifted to the suburbs. The authors are dismayed that, “ Republicans gained a good ded
of palitical ground since 1968 by activating suburban sentiments founded on the class and racid divide

between suburbs and centrd cities” “To win more support in these suburban House digtricts,



Republican congressond |eaders sought to capitalize on suburban resentment over paying federd taxes
for programs that benefitted urban congtituencies.” The authors bdlieve that Clinton showed new
political posshbilities, because he, like the Republicans, dso, “got the bulk of his votes in predominantly
suburban congressiond digtricts, winning 800,000 more votes than Bush in 1992 and extending his
margin to 2.7 million over Dolein 1996.” Their advice to the Democratsis, “Whatever the obstacles,
only when the party creates synergies between centra-city and inner-suburban condtituencies will it be
able to build adurable eectord mgority.”

The authors argue that the reason suburban voters are amenable to centra-city coditionsis that
they share many of the same problems. Seventy percent of white adultsin suburban House didtricts
lack a college degree, 33 percent worked in the central city, 10 percent belonged to unions, and 25
percent of the households relied on Socid Security [Peter Dreier, 2001 #536, p. 245-246]. Since most
white suburbanites are working and middle-class, they suggest that metropolitan codition builders make,
“Clear, effective subgtantive policy appedsto white, Catholic, blue-collar suburbanites, whose once
strong familia attachment to progressive positions has weakened, by addressing their actua needs,
which revolve around the redlity that they are working harder but not gaining a higher sandard of living
or achieving amore family-friendly workplace.” They say, “Communicate with and mobilize emerging
black and Hispanic suburban populations with nonracia apped s that spesk to the same kinds of needs
[as those of white suburbanites].”

This argument for regiona coditions assumesthat dl will unite around a palitics of economic
needs, as if there is a commonly understood order of issues with economic needs aways at the top.

However, while economic issues may be compelling, there is no reason to think they are more
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fundamenta than other political issues affecting codition formation, such as whether other groups can
be trusted as codition partners. The answers to such fundamenta political questions will vary from city
to city. Sweeping “sructurd” arguments such as the above highlight similar economic, housing, and
educationa trends across cities and regions. But, when thinking about how to organize political
coditionsin particular cities and regions, the locad palitica differences are asimportant as the economic
smilarities. A politica srategy for building multi-racid politica coditions should identify key
impediments, resources, potentid dlies, and viable rhetoric for building such coditionsin particular
ctiesand regions. Different citieswill require different politica srategies because their political contexts
are sgnificantly different. The next sections will describe mgor differencesin the political sructure, civic
organization, and multi-racid culturd solidarity in different cities. The affect of these factors on eectora

srategies will then be discussed.

Differencesin City Politicd Structures

City palitica structures differ dong the following dimensons (among others): governance
structure (strong vs. weak mayor); partisan or non-partisan eections, service ddivery structure (city,
county, or state administered); and neo-corporatist labor collective bargaining or non-union. These
individua devices, or mechaniams, inter-relate in practice, however, they aso can be thought of as
having particular effects.

Inaweak mayora system, the city council gppoints a city manager who manages city agencies
and prepares city budgets for council gpprova. The mayor has a vote on the city council, but does not

directly manage city affarson adaly bass. Inastrong mayord system, the mayor manages city



agencies and prepares the city budget. In the latter case, the mayor’ s office tends to be amgjor object
of concern for civic organizations, unions, and voters across the city. For the smple reason that diverse
avic groups are focused on the same eection, mayord dectionsin strong mayor cities provide
opportunities for forging citywide coditions across neighborhood and organizationd cleavagesin such
cities. Inwesk mayoral systems, by contrast, power in the city hangs more on the cumulétive results of
individua council eections. Council eections tend to focus more on loca neighborhood issues than on
the welfare of the city asawhole. While astrong politica organization (or party) may be able to
organize dates of candidates to run on acommon program of citywide issues, absent such strong
organization city eections are highly locdized events that sddom engage citizens in broad codition
building.

Non-partisan eections alow candidates to cross-file with either party, leaving no angle
organization for aparty to control. If elections are non-partisan, the candidate's party affiliation does
not appear on the bdlot. Cdifornia, for example, has no legaly defined party organizations below
county committees. Thereisnot an equivalent of New Y ork's digtrict leaders, whose job it isto collect
petitions for club-endorsed candidates and to distribute patronage (however limited) to club members
[Ware, 1985 #428, p. 38]. Party organizations, as a consequence, are extremely weak. The
combination of wesk mayoral systems and non-partisan dections in much of Cdiforniamakesit unlikey
that parties will effectively organize dates of candidates on a citywide bassin that state.

Locd city politics are dso affected by the organization of service ddivery inthecity. City
sarvices may be mostly run by the city, mostly run by alarger County government, or run by the State

government directly. Services may in turn be directly provided by government agencies or contracted-



out to private vendors. Services may aso be parceled out to quas-public authorities, who may in turn
generate independent revenues through fees charged for services (such astolls on bridges). Not
uncommonly, city services are provided by a dizzying combinations of such entities. The organization of
city sarvices can have a unifying or fragmenting effect on unions, community norprofit organizations,
and civic organizations. Where schools are managed by independently el ected schools boards, socia
and hedlth services provided by the County, land-use dominated by specid authorities and the Sate;
and fire, police, and sanitation by the city and private vendors, individua unions and civic organizations
are likely to focus on differert dections and different public procedures—and they will tend to be single-
issue oriented. However, in a city where these functions are combined under the control of asingle
executive, unions and civic organizations may dill pursue particular interests, but they will be more likely
to regularly engage in codition building and negotiation with other organizations so as to influence
mayord dections and decison-making. It follows that a city having awesk mayor, non-partisan
elections, and a bakanized service delivery structure, is a difficult place to advance any particular issue-
agendawithout a subgtantid investment in building city-wide organizationd capacity and developing an

ethos of cross-organization cooperation.

Organization

A city isaso likdly to have adidtinct leve of organizationd capacity within low-income
neighborhoods and a unique organizationd legacy that, “both informs collective identity and orients
groups toward other actors and ingtitutions” [Clemens, 1996 #539, p. 205]. These organizationd traits

can be traced both to political government decisonsin past politica eras, and to loca socia movement



hisory. One of the most important organizations in low-income areas are unions. Public sectors unions
are among the most active organizationsin locd and sate politics. Union density, and particularly
unionization among public sector unions, varies consderably across cities and regions. The South, for
example, has generdly low rates of public sector unionization The Northeast and Mid-West have
much higher rates, particularly in cities. The roots of these differences can be traced dl the way back to
the New Ded/Jm Crow era: while unions became a mgor part of winning local and Sate electora
coditionsin the North, they were largely suppressed in the South [Honey, 1993 #468]. Similarly, cities
aso differ in the history and character of community-based organizations. Many cities having strong
black power protests in the 1960s were able to use federa anti- poverty funds to “coop” militant
activists into more manageable socia service advocacy and service delivery positions [O'Connor, 2001
#540] [Mollenkopf, 1983 #211]. However, not dl cities had such movements or had mayors
interested in steering black activigsinto community-based service organizations. Some black
communities therefore have more activigt oriented community based organi zations than others.

The political structure of a city is not defined by any one of the above factors taken done.
Rather, the structure is determined by the relation of these factors to one another, or their ratios. For
example, while high levels of public sector union organization may gopear to strengthen organization
capacity of the working poor, it isless sgnificant in acity where unions palitica focusis fragmented
acrossfive different levels of government. The gpproach outlined above takes palitica structure into
account, but not as an overarching one-dimengond function that orders events and outcomes

predictably across cities, or lends itsdlf to auniform political strategy.



The Role of Socid-Cultura Context

With the end of legd racia segregation in the 1960s, race became less of alegaly recognized
diginction yet it remained an active politica verb. Racid discrimination is no longer alegd category for
the digtribution of public resources, but rather the outcome of relatively loose processes of socid
digtinction and racid group competition [Bobo, 1998 #69]. While African Americans are linked by
being the ostracized Other in civic discourses as well as by spatid isolation and common mord
grievances, these are not the only signifiers of black racid identity. Within these generd parameters are
mgor differencesin the attitude of black activists towards building coditions with whites (and other
groups). | will argue below that these differences vary significantly across cities because cities have
different histories of racid conflict and cooperation. More specificaly, cities can be categorized as
having experienced different critical junctures or “moral passages’ on race [Wolfe, 1992 #541, p. 321].

| suggest that moral passages have the following characteridics: they are moments when racid
intentions are exceptiondly apparent, and they change socid boundaries (politica struggles elther
deepen or lessen old boundaries) defining who are friends and who are enemies, and who can or cannot
be trusted. Mora passages are bridges between old and new politica identities.

Asinthe earlier discussion of palitica structure, the racid context of U.S. citiesis not one thing
but a dynamic resulting from the interaction of groups holding different conceptions of racia boundaries
based on dissmilar histories of racid struggle and differing mord ontologies concerning African
Americans and other groups. Within one city, there will be different combinations of black nationaist
and pro-integration black liberds, and different combinations of white racid conservatives and liberds.

However, the ideologicd mix across dities varies sgnificantly, baancing ether toward or against multi-



racial cooperation.

Electord Strategiesin Large Cities

Electord drategists usualy consder both politicd structure and socid context, or more
precisdy, they caculate theratiosinvolved in each. The strategies discussed below are drawn from
case studies of black mayord regimes that cannot be elaborated in this paper. Because citiesare
complex, it isvirtudly impossble to find even two cities with the same parameters of politica structure,
organizationd character, and racia culture—or even cities with two out of the three parametersin
common. Therefore, there may be no scientific way to weigh the discrete impact of any one of these
factorson local politics. However, it is possble to trace the role of these factorsin individud cities, and
it is possble to compare the role of individud factors (such as palitica structure or ideology) across
citiesto better clarify their role within aparticular city. | will provide illugtrations of these factors at
work in city politicsin the next section.

For purposes of discusson, we may call aweak political structure acity that combinesa
weak mayor, non-partisan dections, and fragmented service ddivery. A strong political structure
would have a strong mayor, functioning party organizations across the city, and centrdized service
ddivery. We may cdl apolarized racid climate one in which past mora passages have solidified racid
boundaries, and a progressive racid climate one in which mora passages have reduced racia
boundaries.

A black mayor, in acity with awesk palitical structure, isnot in a podtion to mohilize many

voters through patronage. If the city has a polarized racid climate, however, ablack mayor may be
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able to mobilize some black support by using the symbalic threat of awhite takeover of the city. The
mayor may aso be able to forestadl other black chalengers by declaring black oppostion as destructive
of needed black politicd solidarity, eg., the city dready has ablack mayor and needsto defend itsgain
rather than undermineit. If, on the contrary, the city has a progressive racid climate, the mayor may be
ableto forgeideologicd dliances with racialy progressve and moderate middle class white voters
without provoking serious black oppostion.

A black mayor in acity with astrong palitica structure has different options. If the city is
grongly racidly polarized, the mayor may be able to use patronage to win over black dlies, aswell as
use the symbalic threat of awhite takeover to forestd| chalenges from blacks Ieft out of the patronage
loop. Given its double line of defense—patronage and popular black solidarity—such aregime would be
hard to chalenge politicaly, particularly if blacks are an dectord mgority. Even if black socio-
economic conditions are horrendous, a black mayor in such a city may eesily blame the condition of the
black poor on white indifference. In this stuation, black urban poverty does not lead to a search for
white dlies and revenue sourcesin suburbs. 1t reminds us that the search for dlies requires aprior belief
that such alies can be found or cultivated—that searching is not awaste of energy. In the case of a black
regime in aradaly-polarized city with astrong political structure, aswe will seein Atlanta, the potentia
for regiond codlitionbuilding hinges sgnificantly on the strength and character of union and civic
organizations within the black community—yet outside of the mayor’s circle of patronage. To be
effective, organizations promoting multi-racid regiona coditions will need to find ways to overcome
mayora appedsto black solidarity in aclimate of deep racid distrugt.

If acity hasastrong politicad structure and aprogressiveracid climate, it does not automaticaly
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follow that the needs of the black (and other) poor will be addressed (even rhetorically). A black
regime may use patronage to win over some white and black dlies, and enjoy enough ideologica
support among middle class voters of dl races to ignore demands of the city’ s poor. Here again, much
depends on the strength and character of union and civic organization of low-income communities.
Unlike amayor in aracidly polarized city, amayor in this Stuation does not have the potent ideologica
benefit of black racid solidarity. Such mayors are more likely to defend their regimes in terms of
defending progressive inter-racid aliances. However, in this case ablack mayor could be legitimately
chdlenged (from within the mayor’s own rhetorica stance) by awhite, Latino, or any candidate that
rhetoricaly espouses multi-racid progressvism. Given usualy grester politica resourcesin white
communities, the possibility for awdl-financed white opponent tends to be worrisome. A black regime
in this case is quite vulnerable to chalengers.

Because of their double line of defense, black mayorsin strong cities with high levels of racid
polarization are redlient. Progressive multi-racid black-led regimesin strong cities are more susceptible
to challenge because excluded white groups are more likely to have resources to chalenge black
incumbents, and they do not have to confront ideologica obstacles in doing so—ethnic rotationin
leadership is awell-established principle in multi-ethnic/racid city coditions. It is possble that a black
mayor in this latter Stuation may seek to mobilize the poor to overcome chdlengers. However, appeds
to racid solidarity are unlikely to be effective, as this would generate ideologica opposition, and city
patronage is never enough to make a dent in poverty. A mayor might insteed initiate major policy
reforms in programs directed towards the poor as a means of mohilizing the poor againg politica

chdlengers. Thisismore or lesswhat David Dinkins attempted to do in New Y ork City. However,
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New Y ork City adso had strong minority-led municipd trade unions and politicaly active community-
based organizations that precluded Dinkins from moving to the politica right--to acquire more moderate
white support. Moving to theright is the more frequent tactic black mayors adopt to offset chalenges
from well-financed white opponents. It israre thet cities have the mgor ingredients that together push
black mayors to mobilize the black poor: astrong locd politica structure that focuses civic organizations
on the same dections, a progressive racia climate that limits narrow appeds for racid solidarity, and
capacious organizations among the poor that credibly threaten black mayors consdering moving to the

right--forcing them to consder dternative strategies of mobilizing the poor.

Illugrations: Atlanta and Oakland

The dynamics discussed above can be illugtrated through examples of black paliticsin Atlanta
and Oakland. Below | will discuss paliticsin terms of the three dimengions: political structure,
organizationd legacies, and racid climate. | will then discuss the implications for building regiond

political codlitions.

Atlanta

Atlanta has a strong mayor system, partisan elections, and a service-ddivery system that
alocates some functions to county governments but retains substantial mayora control. The political
structure of Atlanta until the later part of the 20 century was Jm Crow, African Americans were
mostly excluded from the political process until the 1960s. Until then, loca black organizations of every

type focused on fighting white supremacy. Jm Crow was overcome by the united efforts of the black
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community—students, churches, community resdents, and businesses. While black mayors have
consgently won dectionsin Atlantafor thirty years, and share leadership of the city with atraditiond
white business dlite, the patronage they have produced for black organizations and enterprises are patry
and trickle down in meager doses to the broader black community [Stone, 1989 #504].

The legacy of Jm Crow cadts a degp shadow over civic organizations in contemporary Atlanta.
African Americansin Atlanta, asin much of the South, experienced less of the benefits of |abor union
protections and civil liberties blacks acquired in the North and West.  African Americans were mostly
prohibited from voting during Atlanta s brief machine era (pre-1950). Asaresult, they were never able
to establish strong politica organizations through patronage. Without unions or politica machines,
African Americans were not able to Sgnificantly influence city politics until the civil rights movements of
the 1960s. At that time, Atlanta s business-led white regime had cultivated a* Southern liberd” image
because of its willingness to alocate limited patronage for black businesses (such asred edtate
companies) and professionas (such as socid workers and police) working in the strictly segregated
black communities of the city. Many dements of the black middle class (centered in the church and
business communities) had dso developed a strong paternaistic “uplift” ideology during this period that
judtified their role as intermediaries between the more “ civilized” and advanced white community and
the more backward destitute black population [Higgenbotham, 1993 #464]. Without strong black
unions or other community organizations to chalenge black “uplifters’ during Jm Crow, the latter
became the accepted leaders of the black community writ large.

Atlanta’'s mord passage was undoubtedly the civil rights movement for racia desegregation.

Atlanta began limited school integration in 1961, sarting with nine black sudentsin four previoudy al-

14



white schools. The police operated in anearly combat-ready mode, and thisfirst stage of integration
ultimately was peaceful. These limited steps frudtrated students at the historicdly black Atlanta
Universty complex. The studentsignited a broad- based black campaign for an immediate end to all
forms of racid segregation and for full civil rights. Ther use of St-ins, boycotts, and protest
demondtrations was strongly opposed by the city government, by most locd white liberds (centered in
churches), and by some older black business leaders and preachers who dl feared that vigorous civil
rights advocacy would incresse racid violence. While city indtitutions reluctantly ended their resstence
to racid integration, it was not donein a pirit of inter-racia cooperation with progressive white support
for black demands." The moral lesson for local black activists was that whites, including liberals, could
not be trusted to support righteous black demandsin atimeof crigs.  In sum, Atlantal s black activigts
have attached importance to winning control of the mayor’s office first of dl becauseit isapowerful
office. Second, black leadership in Atlanta has traditiondly been middle-class, socidly conservative
(except in civil rights), and unaccustomed to sharing power with black low-income community or |abor
organizations. Ladt, black activigsin Atlanta are generdly distrustful of dliances with whites-iberd or

consrvative. While black regimes have developed stable working relationships with Atlanta s business

! Reflecting on the role of the white church--the bastion of Southern liberalism--in the fight
againg racia segregation, M.L. King sad, “I was confident that white ministers, priests and rabhbis of
the South would prove strong dliesin our just cause. But some became open adversaries, some
cautioudy shrank from the issue, and others hid in sllence. My optimism about help from the white
church was shattered....” [Martin Luther King, 1986 #542, p. 346]
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community, it isagrictly instrumentd relationship. The dynamics presented above are critica for
understanding key subsequent political developmentsin Atlanta.

By the early 1970s many African Americansin Atlanta were angry over movement repression—
many saw the assassnation of M.L. King, J., the police killing of Black Panthers, the killing of students
at Jackson State, and the shooting of rebellious inmates at Attica prison, as a continuum of orchestrated
date violence—and they were determined to win political power independent of Atlanta s paternalistic
white elite. For example, on May 31, 1970 Atlanta University Presdent Thomas D. Jarrett caled a
press conference caling the recent killings of black students at Jackson State and the murders of Black
Panther leaders Mark Clark and Fred Hampton in Chicago, a “reign of terror by white governments
and individuds...[aswdll as] organized coercion to suppress the Black community,” and “genocide’
[Grady-Willis, #460, p. 226]. 1t wasin thissocia context that black community leaders and white
politica leaders devised a plan to avoid metropolitan school busing in what was caled the “ Atlanta
Compromise.”

In 1971, in arace discrimination law suit againgt Atlanta s school system by black parents, the
federd court found that given the city school system’s, “close rdationship to housing, planning, finances,
rapid transt and al the other externd factors which vitally affect itsrole in the community,” the city
should congder consolidating its schools with surrounding suburbs. It was clear, however, that moving
to a metropolitan busing plan would dramaticaly escdate racid conflict with surrounding white suburbs
and provoke an dl-out conflict with white business |eaders-one of the most important white groups that
had not fled the city [Orfidld, 1991 #486, p. 111]. Black leadersjettisoned their hopes for meaningful

racid integration on a broad scale, and settled instead on a pragmatic—and what many considered
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trangtiond--course of solidifying political power and limited economic power in Atlanta. Politicd
scientists Gary Orfield and Carol Ashkinaze wrote,

The purpose of this Atlanta Compromise was to achieve educationa equity without

panicking whites. This could be done without busing, its architects decided, by putting

the white-run city school system under black control. The school board promised to

hire ablack superintendent and other black adminigtratorsin exchange for a plan that

left many schools segregated [Orfield, 1991 #486, p. 106-107].

The Atlanta Compromise was, as mentioned above, made during atime of sgnificant black
activist resentment over government repression of black activists. While the decison has subsequently
been criticized by some asacynicd ploy by Atlanta s black middle class to win power and job security
at the expense of Atlanta s children, this retrospective view is separated from the emotions and
perceived risks at the moment of the decison. The Atlanta Compromise was away of avoiding
heightened racid violence at a point when many black activists had lost confidence (to say the least) in
the willingness of the government to protect black advocates confronting militant white resstence. Nor
does the critique of the black middle class explain why there has not been sgnificant opposition from
Atlanta s proportionately large poor and working class black population.

The Atlanta Compromise was not aresolution to racid inequity but a bitter truce that has
subsequently been extended with the rgjection of metropolitan integration schemes by the Supreme
Court and aturning away from metropolitan governance by Atlanta s black mayord regimesintent on
mantaning ther hold on politica power. Why has it not subsequently been opposed by Atlantal s low-
income black working families? It is because Atlanta has alow level of organization in low-income
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black communities semming from Jm Crow, and the long absence of strong organizations among the
poor in Atlanta has worked its way into the ‘ common-sense’ of black paliticsin Atlanta. Unlike New
Y ork, black mayorsin Atlanta do not face the prospect of strong labor-backed political insurgencies
agang ther regimes. Anti-poverty policies such as living-wage ordinances and union expanson have
therefore not emerged from the city’ s black mayors, dthough fierce efforts were initiated to incorporate
black businesses through affirmative action requirementsin city contracts. Black officehol ders—many
having won office in mgority black dectord districts with little opposition -lack eectora incentivesto
politically mobilize poor blacks in pursuit of an equity agenda within the city, much lessin pursuit of
metropolitan governance schemes that would further threaten black politica officeholders. Ladtly,
Atlanta s regimes are politically successful despite their poor performance on improving conditions for
most blacks in the city because many black activists are wary of coalitions with whites-based on their
mora narraive of the civil rights experience in Atlanta—and they are thus susceptible to the nationalist
gppeds of black regimes.

What are the implications of these factors for building multi-racid regiond political coditionsin
Atlanta? | will first recount an argument for aregiona gpproach to addressing poverty in Atlanta
Eighty-five percent of metropolitan Atlanta's population livesin the suburbs. 1n 1968, 38 percent of
Atlanta s public school enrollment was white, by 1974, when the NAACP brought a lawsuit against
metropolitan school segregation, white enrollment in Atlanta schools had declined to 15 percent. By the
late 1980s, 98 percent of Atlanta s black students were in mgjority black and poor schools and 91
percent were in schools that were between 90 and 100 percent black and poor (insert Orfield, 24).

Jobs in the Atlanta region are most concentrated on the city’ s northern fringe stretching further
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north to Roswell, northwest to Marietta, and northeast to Norcross. These mostly white, job rich
digtricts are expected to increase their share of the region’s employment by 33 percent by the year
2020. Centra and southern Atlanta, areas of black concentration, are expected to lose jobs (Orfield,
19983, 36-37). Aswhite resdents and businesses have moved into the suburbs, poverty has
concentrated in the central cities. “Extreme’ poverty has been defined as census tracts where 40
percent or more of households have incomes below the federal poverty line. 1n 1970 there were 19
such tracts in Atlanta, by 1980 this number grew to 35 (an 84 percent increase). Between 1980 and
1990, the number remained the same, however, Atlanta housed the only extreme poverty tractsin the
entire ten-county metropolitan region (Orfield, 19983, 4). However, a sudy of the region by Myron
Orfield found that the losers in the metropolitan scramble for jobs and tax revenue extend beyond the
city of Atlanta. Suburbs surrounding the centra city host increasing numbers of poor people and are not
favored by businesses (usudly they are far from mgor transportation arteries) (Orfidd, 1998a).

The uneven digpersion of jobs and fisca resources in suburban areas surrounding Atlanta makes
astrong economic case for aregiona gpproach to uniting with smilarly distressed suburbs to improve
conditions of the black poor. However, the double defense of black rule in Atlanta—patronage and
racid distrust--makes it unlikely that mayors will willingly pursue such acourse. White flight made
Atlanta a heavily mgority black city by the 1980s, and since then mayord dections have been racidly
uncontested. Black mayorsin Atlanta are not compelled to gppedl for the votes of the demobilized
black poor and they have therefore been unaccountable to the black poor in their public policy
decisons. For example, despite significant criticism, black mayors in Atlanta have promoted

retrogressive tax policies that keep taxes low for business by raising sales taxes for needed city services.
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Atlanta s paliticd culture isin many ways sill caught within the civil rightsera. Except for
cooperation between a smdl black political and white busness dite, and occasond community aliances
between smdl black and white progressive neighborhood improvement groups, inter-racid civic
cooperation in Atlantaislow. Extensve suburbanization and sorawl has generated serious regiond
environmenta and job-access problems, but regional cooperation between the mostly Republican white
periphery and centrd black Atlanta government isadso very low. Not only do black mayors not build
politica bridges to the suburbs, in 1997 ablack mayord candidate and City Council Presdent Marvin
Arrington was ogiracized by Mayor Bill Campbell just for meeting with suburban officids to discuss
regiona cooperation. Arrington, who began developing alow-income black grassroots congtituency
during the Y oung adminigration in the 1980s, pushed the idea of establishing aregiond governance
body to oversee water and sewer projects and discussed merging some services with Fulton County
leaders. Arrington’sinitiative attracted some campaign support from affluent North side and suburban

businessmen, and was endorsed by the Atlanta Journa and Condtitution. Mayor Campbell denounced

Arrington’s support as, “a play from the right wing of the Republican Party” (Alexander, 1997).
Campbd|’ s campaign portrayed Arrington as a salking horse for white suburban business s ambition to
regain control of the city. Maynard Jackson, campaigning for Campbell, race-baited Arrington’s
suburban supporters as “Lester Maddox types.”?

To summarize, an unbroken higtory of racid distrust, alow level of organization among low-

? Lester Maddox was an Atlanta restauranteur who led anti-integrationist movement in the
1960s and eventudly became governor of Georgia
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income black Atlantans and legacy of deference to the black middle class, and patronage based support
from the black middle class and downtown white business sector dl make it difficult to build regiond
multi-racid coditionsin Atlanta. This does not mean that a regiond movement attending to the needs of
poor children and othersis not possible, but it is not possible without strong grassroots organizing
among the poor and it cannot be accomplished by avoiding the popular presence of deeply felt racid
distrust.

Oakland

Until the recent passage of areferendum to strengthen the powers of the mayor’s office,
Oakland had an extremely wesk mayord office. The mayor directly controlled fewer than adozen
jobs. Government services continue to be fragmented between the larger eght-city County government,
autonomous authorities, and the City of Oakland. City Hall has consequently not been considered an
especidly vauable prize for loca mohilization. A non-partisan dectord system and the generd absence
of party patronage has historicaly contributed to personality- centered election campaigns and to a near
totd lack of citywide politica organization.

Oakland has extendve community organization and high union dendity and activism--induding
leadership from many veterans of the Black Panther movement--but their energies are dispersed dong
narrow government jurisdictiond lines, reflecting the fragmentation of authority over service ddivery in
the city. Thishasled to extremdy low levels of citywide politica codition-building. In the most recent
mayora election, for example, deven candidates--dl lacking grassroots support and poorly financed--
ran for mayor. Lessthan 15 percent of black votersin the mostly poor and black East Oakland

Flatlands voted [Oden, 1999 #4186, p. 238].
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Oakland does not have a history of racid conflict between blacks and whites comparable to
Southern Jm Crow. African Americans came to Oakland in large numbers during and after W.W. II.
The mgor policies shaping racid conflict higtoricaly in Oakland were government financed white
suburbanization, which undermined the local tax base and isolated black neighborhoods in Oakland, and
urban renewal projects sponsored by an elite business Republican-led mayora regime that displaced
thousands of black families, and police brutdity from anearly dl-white police force. These conditions
served as a breeding ground for black radicalism. The Black Panther Party (BPP) was the mgor
organizationd force in decting the firgt black mayor, and it profoundly influenced al dasses of the black
community in Oakland.

In Atlanta, the black community experienced broad and direct confrontations not only with
white dites but with nearly dl eements of the white community. In stark contrast, the Black Panther
Party (BPP) led black political maobilization in Oakland in the 1960s and won strong support from white
students and anti-war activists centered in the North Oakland and Berkeley. Given this progressve
morda passage, the BPP characterized problemsin Oakland as structural more than culturd (racism).
For example, the BPP cdled not only for Black Power but for ‘White Power’ as part of its populist
rhetoric. Cdling for White Power would have been an absolute anathema for blacksin racidly
conservative Atlanta, and incomprehensible coming from a black organization. Because the BPP
viewed problems in the black community as fundamentdly structurd in origin, they aso placed amuch
greater emphasis on political economic analyss and popular educeation around policy issues than did
black activigsin Atlanta. Much of this perspective remains among black community and labor union

leadersin Oakland.
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Oakland had aroughly fifty percent black population during the mayord terms of black mayors
Wilson and Harris. Both mayors enjoyed white moderate voter support and did not need to organize
Oakland's politicdly fragmented black poor to stay in office. Asin Atlanta, Oakland' s black mayors
followed traditiona economic development policies favored by the City’ s busness leadership. They
opposed policies targeted to low-income communities, such as a Firgt Source program advocated in
Oakland that would require contractorsto hire qudified loca residents before hiring non-residentson
city funded projects. Neither mayor was especidly popuar. Upon leaving the mayord office, for
example, Elihu Harris was defeated by an unknown Green Party candidate in the race for his old State
Assembly seat. The ability of Wilson and Harristo stay in office was mainly a product of extreme
disorganization on the part of insurgentsto the left of both mayors, and on the related disconnection of
trade unions from local Oakland politics (they are focused more on County and State politics).?

We can now discuss the implications of the above for building multi-racia regiond coditionsin
Oakland. Racid digparities were not as severe in Oakland asin Atlanta, but the trends are similar. In
1990, 64 percent of the resdents in the nine counties and 100 municipalities comprisng the Bay Area
lived in the suburbs. 1n 1990, blacks comprised nine percent of the Bay Area population and 43
percent of Oakland' s population. There were 80 schools in the Bay Areain 1996 with 80 percent or
more of their students qualified to receive free or reduced-cost medls. Seventy two of these schools
were in Oakland or San Francisco. In 1990, 12.5 percent of children under five in the region but 32.1

percent of Oakland's children lived under the poverty line (with an income of less than $8,420 for a

3 With arecent provision alowing the mayor effective control of the School Board, the
teacher’ s union can be expected to take an increased interest in mayord politics,
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mother and child) (Orfield, 1998b). Job growth in the Bay Area has been concentrated in the Silicon
Vdley and in theindudtrid areas of Colma, Burlingame, Brisbane, and Emeryville (outsde of Oakland)
(Orfield, 1998b, 44).

As white resdents and businesses have moved into the suburbs, poverty has concentrated in the
centrd cities. In 1970 there were 19 extreme poverty tractsin Atlanta, by 1980 this number grew to 35
(an 84 percent increase). Oakland' s poverty concentration was again Smilar to Atlanta but not as
extreme, half of the severe poverty tractsin the Bay Areain 1990 were in Oakland or San Francisco.

The cost of providing services for the poor is generdly higher than providing for other parts of
the population, and the poor pay relatively fewer taxes. Many argue that wealthy suburbs have become
expert in “skimming” wedthy homeowners and businesses that increase the loca tax base but require
relatively little funding for social needs[Orfield, 1998 #544, p. 16][Peter Dreier, 2001 #536, p. 135)].
Competition for taxpayers between cities and suburbs, and between suburbs themselves, leads localities
to solicit businesses through lowering taxes and it leads suburbs to initiate redtrictive zoning policies to
keep out the poor. Aggressive marketing of its central business didtrict has maintained a Sgnificant
business presence in Atlanta and Oakland, however, efforts to keep taxes low have limited city revenue
needed for infrastructure and services for the poor. Similarly, anumber of smdl cities and suburbsin
the Bay Area are experiencing sharp increases in poverty and minority concentration [Orfield, 1998
#543].

Asin Atlanta, building amulti-racid regiona approach towards reducing poverty makes
economic sense. Oakland has progressive a orientation toward multi-racia coditions and adense array

of dvic organizations (including unions) in low-income communities. However, the fragmentation of
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services among various politicd jurisdictions has fragmented civic organizations. While the ideologicd
task of building broad coditionsin Oakland is easer than in Atlanta, convincing civic organizations to
change their angle-issue oriented go-it-aone traditions would be a chdlenging task.

The lessons from Oakland and Atlanta suggest that agenerd logic for political strategy across
divierse citieswill not work. The proposal to build coditions based on non-racia appedls, asthe
authorsof Place Matters suggest, would likely be received quite differently by activistsin Atlanta. In
Oakland there is greater confidence that activigts from different racid condtituencieswill cooperate with
each other. In Atlanta, a“nonrracid” economically focused approach sounds like an evasion of the
city’s centrd problem since the Civil War. Here more cregtive thinking is needed to link the sentiments
of whites and blacks againgt regiond injustice. For example, alongstanding multi-racid aliance was
built in the Bay Areain the 1960s that joined a middle class student anti-war movement and the Black
Panthers around a common dogan of ‘fighting colonidism’ —at home and abroad. Purists may object to
combining under a Sngle category the obvious incongruities between a peasant population in Southeast
Asaand ghetto resdents of Oakland. But political andysis for scientific purposes of categorization,
measurement, and comparison is quite distinct from politica rhetoric intended to inspire politica action.
The anti-colonidism rhetoric very effective in Oakland during the 1960s in joining the sentiments of
white midde-class students and black youth without minimizing the concerns of ether. This does not
mean that anti- colonialism would have a smilar affect today, but smilar credivity is needed in forming
policy and rhetorica gpproachesto building regiond coditions. To be palitical effective, such
approaches should not minimize or exclude the concerns of elther race or class advocates, or

counterpose them in abstract andytic categories, but instead join their effortsin a mutualy supportive
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way. Beow | will discuss two examples of such creetivity-the Texas Ten Percent Plan and David

Dinkins focus on children during his mayordty in New Y ork.

Creative Approaches to Building Multi-racia Coditions

The Texas Ten Percent Plan

In 1992, four white law students, including Cheryl Hopwood, filed alawsuit againgt the
Univergty of Texas, claming that they had been denied admission to the law school on the basis of thelr
race. The ‘Hopwood' case worked itsway up to the U.S. Court of Appedlsfor the Fifth Circuit, and
in March of 1996 the appedls court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, rgjecting the use of race-based
affirmative action for admission to the law school. A year later, Texas Attorney Generd Dan Morades
extended the court’ s decison to dl indtitutions of higher learning in Texas.

In response to the decision, agroup of Latino and African American date legidators, civil rights
groups and attorneys, students and community activists debated how to respond. The activists
eventudly agreed upon a plan to automaticaly admit to the flagship Austin campus of the University of
Texas the top ten percent of graduates from dl high schoolsin the state, regardiess of SAT scores. The
activigts cited research showing that high school grades were better predictors of college performance
than SATSs, and that SATs were more closaly correlated with atendance at affluent suburban and
private high schools than with college performance. Moreover, the activigts discovered that 75 percent
of dl freshman seats in the university went to students from only 10 percent of the stat€' s high schools.
Not only were Latinos and African Americans disadvantaged by SAT-based admissions criteria, low-

income whiteswere aswell. The Law School had an additiond policy of including the median LSAT
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score of dl those who took the LSAT from the applicant’s college. Thiswas based on the notion that
sudentswith dl A’sfrom alow-LSAT college should receive less credit for the grades than a student

from a presumably more competitive higher LSAT college. AsLani Guinier and Gerald Torres point

out in their new book, The Miner's Canary, Cheryl Hopwood was a single mother raising a child with a
disability and attended a community college and a state school. She could not afford an dlite college
with higher LSAT scores. When her grades were discounted in the gpplication process because of the
low LSAT average a her college, her gpplication moved from the presumptive admit category to a
discretionary category and was later rgjected. Guinier and Torres note that Hopwood could have
questioned why 100 white students with lower composite LSAT scores and grades were admitted to
law school ahead of her, but this issue was buried during the affirmative action debates. That is, she
could have made a class clam rather than aracia clam.

The drategy the activists agreed upon incorporated aremedy for the class excluson of low-
income whites, epecidly from rural Western Texas, who had very limited access to the flagship Sate
universties. At the sametime, their proposa gave full weight to the demands of Latino and African
American communities that had historically been segregated out of the University of Texas. The activists
were able to build an unusud political codition between Black, Latino, and white Sate legidators from
rurd West Texas. The bill passed the legidature and was signed into law by then Gov. George W.
Bush, who had previoudy been mute on the issue. Implementation of the plan has not only expanded
the numbers of blacks, Latinos, and poor whites enrolled in the University of Texas, “the freshman GPA
of those admitted under the 10 Percent Plan exceeded that of students admitted in previous years under

test-based criteria, and this occurred across dl racid groups-white, black, and Mexican- American”
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[Torres, 2002 #545, p. 103].

Severd lessons can be drawn from the Texas Ten Percent Plan. Oneisthat the plan emerged
from discussons among a diverse body activigts and legidators who were explicitly atempting to marry
issues of race and classin away that would strongly apped to white working families, blacks, and
Latinos. Theinitiative was led by Latino and black activists who lifted up the mord clams of poor
whites to demondrate solidarity with them. The leadership issueisacrucid one and worth dwelling
upon. It mattered that the codlition leadership was Latino and black, but it isworth exploring why.

Ruy Teixeiraand Jod Rogers make an argument that seems on the surface smilar to the
arguments of advocates for the Texas Ten Percent Plan:

A better gpproach [than race based affirmative action] is class-based affirmetive action,

whereby the poor of all races get abreak in consideration for college admissions,

reflecting the obstacles they have al overcome in their struggles to better themselves—

again, idedlly coupled with greater equity across lower levels of public education. This

gpproach Hill yields congderable racid diversty, since minorities tend to be

disproportionately poor and therefore benefit disproportionately from economic

preferences. And, in contrast to race-based affirmative action, it brings the interests of

the forgotten mgority and their minority counterparts together instead of crisply dividing

them. Such an approach would help the Democrats underscore the universal nature of

their appedls. (162)

Teixeiraand Rogers argue that class-based affirmative action is better than race-based
afirmative action because, “It is very difficult intelectudly to justify giving a bresk of hundreds of points
on SAT scores to the daughter of upper-midde-class, highly educated blacks and giving nothing
remotely Smilar to the daughter of poor white high school dropouts.” (162) Certainly, if socid status

and privilege is soldy the result of income and education, as Teixeiraand Rogers suggest above, then

race-based affirmative action is particularly unfair to poor whites just as the Hopwood plaintiffs
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maintained. However, Teixeiraand Rogers argue from a particular liberd socid democratic view of
society, not from a*universal” perspective asthey dam. Theliberd view maintains that satusis
alocated in society in accordance with the acquigition of private goods, eg., education and income, not
by membership in politicdly powerful socid groups. The socid democratic view argues for the
exisence of economic classes based on the unequad distribution of private goods in society. Liberd
socid democrats argue that people are positioned into various classes based on their unequd ability to
acquire private goods. There are other ways of looking at socid status and privilegein society. The
sociologist Raf Dahrendorf argued for the separation of economic power and political power. Classes,
according to Dahrendorf, “are socid conflict groups the determinant (or differentia specifica) of which
can be found in the participation in or excluson from the exercise of authority within any imperatively
coordinated association. [emphasis added by this author].” (64) For Dahrendorf, economic status and
political power, or economic class and politica class, are often conflated because those who wield
politica power and those who widld economic power often overlap. But thisis not dways the case,
and pardldism should not be assumed.

Dahrendorf’s view is hdpful in underlining what has been afrequently articulated critique of
society by African American leaders and scholars. The critique is that while low-income whites have
lower economic gtatus than the black upper middle class, they nonetheless have as much politica power
as any other group in society by virtue of their numbers and universal suffrageinthe U.S.. Certainly
date and nationd paliticians are much more fearful of offending low-income whites than there are of
offending the numericdly minute black upper-middie class. Thisis areason why support for race-based

affirmative action in higher education has suffered paliticaly across the country, despite
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disproportionately low numbers of minoritiesin the upper echdons of U.S. indtitutions and
disproportionately low professond servicesin minority communities. African Americans, of al dasses,
have had much to fear from the attitudes and movements of low-income whites historicdly, and they Hill
do today. Thereverseisnot true.

From the standpoint of political power, low-income whites have dways had the voting power to
change the admissons criteria a the University of Texas. If they have not done so--to favor the
admisson of their own daughters and sons--it is not because race-based affirmative action has
prevented them from doing so. Itistheir own lack of socid democratic consciousness that is to blame,
not minorities. It isthe politica power and ideologica susceptibility to blaming minorities, not their
education or income, that makes |ow-income white mobilization potentialy dangerous for African
Americans and Latinos. If the leaders of low-income whites decide to oppose minorities, the latter are
in politica trouble. Thisiswhy it isimportant that the leadership of the Texas Ten Percent Plan was
Latino and black—a point repeatedly emphasized by Torres and Guinier. Minority leaders did not
confine the Texas Ten Percent Plan to the mord limits of low-income whites, but instead has fought to
expand white' s understanding of minority demands for affirmative action. Race issues were intentionaly
discussed and included in debates around the plan. Without such leadership, thereis no security for
minorities that thair interests will not be abandoned in future policy struggles over the direction of higher
education in Texas. What is missing from Teixeiraand Rogersis adiscussion of power, the dangers of
racia hatred, and the legacies of racid hatred that destroy confidence in economic class strategies.
Latino and black activistsin Texas had to construct a“‘moral passage’ befor e the Texas Ten Percent

plan codlition could be solidified.
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The Texas Ten Percent Plan does not resolve problems of unfair excluson from the University
of Texas. Some upper middle-cdlass gudents in high-performance schools may legitimately complain
that they are pendized for attending exceptionally competitive high schools* Short of universal access
to higher education, clams of unfairnessin college sdection are likely to continue, but what the Texas
Ten Percent Plan achieved isthe inclusion, for the time being, of previoudy unmobilized groupsin
educationa debates and aredignment of traditiona racid group divisons into more complicated cross-
race and multi-class dignments. The next time the upper middle classrises to defend its interests in the
name of individua meritocracy, it is unlikely that they can succeed paliticaly without taking into account
the interests of mobilized minority and low-income white communities. The upshot of the latter
mobilization might be stronger coditions for equity in schoal finance and socid support--to move Texas
public dementary and secondary schools closer to substantive equality and more genuine tests of

individud meit.

Dinkins s and Kids Advocacy

* An unintentional outcome of the plan might be to encourage middle dlass families to move into
low-income neighborhoods where their children may have better changes of being in the top ten percent
of their class.
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David Dinkins' s campaign for Manhattan Borough President in late 1984 focused much of its
energy on building Dinkins s support within the liberal white “ Reform” wing of Manhaitan Democrats.
Relations between Harlem eected officids and white Reformers had been deeply strained since former
African American Manhattan Borough President Percy Sutton’ sfailed run for Mayor in 1977. There
were dso persstent ideological strains between black and white liberd political leadersin Manhattan.
The more socia-democratic liberd white Reformers, principdly led by then City Councilwoman Ruth
Messinger of Manhattan’s Upper West Side, refused to support Dinkins during his first two runs for
Manhattan Borough Presdent. Messinger opted to support a politicaly moderate and wedthy
publishing heir, Andrew Stein, who had made a name for himself as an advocate for clean government.
Reformers such as Messinger argued that Dinkins and other Harlem officids were clubhouse paliticians
who held power too close among themsalves and refused to advocate progressive policy agendasin-

line with the needs of their mostly poor core constituents.

® The author participated in dozens of informal discussions with Messinger and other reformers
on thisissue,

32



Harlem politicians deeply resented Messinger’ s oppostion in the earlier Dinkins races and
Messinger’s presumption to know what wasin the best interests of Harlem residents. Nonetheless,
when Dinkins solicited Messinger’s support in 1984, Messinger ingsted that he run an issues-oriented
campaign as acondition of her support. Dinkins agreed, redizing that he hed little dternative in what
would likely be acloserace. Messinger, widely recognized as an authority on many city policy issues,
supervised the drafting of aseries of policy memaos on a variety of issues that Dinkins agreed to study
and consider.® Dinkins and Messinger then met repeatedly to discuss the documents. While Dinkins
chaffed at Messinger’ s teacher-like presentation style during some of the sessions, he took the process
very serioudy and rapidly mastered policy detalls. The interaction between Messnger and Dinkins
literdlly transformed Dinkins's agpproach to palitics. Dinkins quickly recognized that Messinger’'s
emphasis on early prevention and children’s services (daycare, early education, hedth, etc.) was
focused on urgent needs of poor familiesin minority neighborhoods. An “early prevention” gpproach
was away of arguing for racid equity in resource digtribution without dwelling on the polarizing issue of
racid injustice during an election. The early prevention gpproach, Messinger indsted, wasfiscaly
prudent: it was more effective and rationd to provide agood start in life for the city’ s poor rather than to
pay for more expengve criss management services later in life (police, jals, drug treetment, homeless
housing, AFDC). Through this policy logic Dinkins was able to communicate a senstivity to tax and
fiscal issues appeding to moderate liberd Democrats without sacrificing his core minority poor

congtituent’ s concerns. When espoused by Dinkins, this was not perceived as smply bargaining, or

® This author drafted the memos under Messinger’s close supervision.
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compromising with West Side liberds, it was seen as progressive synthesis of substantive black
demands with traditiond liberal concerns for government efficiency. In thisway, Dinkins began to build
an issues--gpproach to government policy that was worlds gpart from the tradition Harlem style of dite
deal-making for government patronage postions.

Although innovative, the “nonracid” fiscadly prudent issues gpproach was not wildly popular in
many black communities. 1t excluded patronage issues important to the black middle-class such as
demands for more managerid posts in city government and more city contracts for minority businesses.
It was dlent as well about how to change what many characterized asa*” colonid” system of
bureauicratic white management of the minority poor through the public (federdly funded) housing
authority, city housing, the police, socid service agencies (including non-profit intermediaries), and the
schools. Dinkins was nonetheless able to win broad black support despite these criticisms. Many
believed that David Dinkins, himsdlf historically an advocate of black middle-class demands and a critic
of city agency behavior in minority communities, would not forget these issues after taking office. He
did not. Asmayor, Dinkins linked bureaucratic reform--such as community policing and a strong police
Civilian Complant Review Board—as component parts of aracidly sendgtive Strategy of crime
prevention through positive government support for minority youth development. These latter initiatives
were strongly ressted by the police union and became highly controversia—much more controversa
than Dinkins s earlier advocacy for the maintenance of children’s services during tight fisca budgets.

Because of Dinkins' s persond higtory, black communities had confidence that he understood
racid issues and that he would not abandon racia issues even as he advocated nonracid approaches to

supporting poor children. That confidence may or may not have been judtifiable. What is more dear is
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that without a history of strong advocacy on race issues, Dinkins' s non-racid rhetoric would have
dienated many African Americans and it is unlikely he would have been eected mayor. Groups not
only weigh proposdsto caculate their self-interests, they use the past history of groups and individuds
to discern the intent behind the proposds. Thus, the locd history of socid struggleis critical to how
proposals are interpreted.

During his mayordty, Dinkins s regime probably underestimated the resistence that policy
change would engender as it moved beyond fiscal advocacy to maintain prevention-oriented socia
service programs to contest more fundamenta issues of city agencys mission and bureaucratic identity,
€g., ae police officers quas-military crime stoppers or ‘socia workers ? In the case of the police, the
debate included the issue of whether children, often caled “squeegee-men,” were Smply criminds
lowering the qudity- of-life for others (and should be arrested), or whether they represented
government’ sfailure to provide for needy and vulnerable youth who should be steered into supportive
socid programs. Aswe dl know, Dinkins was followed by a mayor that ingtituted a strong quas-
military gpproach. However, the lines of this debate illustrate the kinds of political strugglesthat are
likely to accompany proposas to fundamentally change policies and perspectives related to poverty—
including those relating to poor children. A notable point in the Dinkins case is that a smple focus on
enlightened economic sef-interest, asin most arguments for building regiond coditions, underestimates
how deeply race-related identities and characterizations are rooted in the misson and identities of some
agencies-such asthe New Y ork Police Department. Changing policies related to race and poverty
requires more than gppedls to economic interests, it requires confrontations with powerful organizationa

identities and common ways of life. Building coditions for regiond equity is thus an enormous chalenge
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that will require compelling arguments for motivating powerful organizations and congtituencies to
fundamentaly change the way they think and act. Below | will engage in some “magicd redism” to
hopefully demondtrate that such arguments can be made within the redlm of practicd feasbility and

reasonableness.

Alternative Possibilities

Environmentdiam

To an increasing extent, the inner sections of some metropolitan areas are repopulating. Redl
edtate values have been risng, sometimes rapidly, in traditionaly poor neighborhoods in Atlanta,
Chicago, New Y ork City, San Francisco, Boston, Oakland, and in many other cities. The increased
red estate vauesin inner urban areas, much of which is currently occupied by low-income minorities
and immigrants, threatens to uproot and displace existing low income inner-city resdents. In some
cases, such asin San Francisco and Atlanta, it is already apparent that some of the poor are being
pushed out of the centrd city into surrounding edges. Thus the re-urbanization of booming cities does
not end the pressure to grow metropolitan areas outward. The inability of these booming citiesto
design, congtruct, and maintain affordable housng may smply change the pattern of expanding rich
suburbs and concentrated poor inner cities to an opposite sprawl pattern—more typica in Europe and
Latin America. From the standpoint of a growing number of environmenta groups, the prevention of
urban sprawl, whether populated by wedthy or poor familiesis unsustainable [F. Kaid Benfield, 1999
#547]. Environmentaism, according to thislogic of reversang sprawl, requires concentrating poor and

rich families, black and white families, non-citizen immigrant and immigrant families, into dense urban
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environments. The implications of the environmental movement’' s concern for iminating urban sprawl
are far-reaching and fundamentd to the American way of life. Densdly integrating Americans across
race and class puts great urgency on solving problems of racid hodtility, crime, educationd fallure, and
poor housing that many suburbanites hoped to flee. The environmenta movement—mainly white and
middle class in composition and motivated largely by non-economic vaue commitments—could be an

unexpected strong dly in developing coditions for regiona equity and poverty dleviation.

Trade Unionism

The export of large numbers of manufacturing and service jobs overseas and south of the U.S.
border, and the expansion of non-union high wage professond jobs, sparked increased demand for
low-skill, low-pay services in restaurants, hotels, daycare, entertainment and other persond services
hereinthe U.S.. Many of these jobs, aswell as garment sweatshop and seasond agriculturd jobs, are
filled by illegd immigrant workers. Theloss of manufacturing jobs in the country has Sgnificantly
decreased the size of the unionized labor force, but the expansion of the service sector (which now
employsfour out of five workers) provides a needed opportunity for unions to organize service
workers.

The new economy has produced aworking class concentrated in the healthcare professons,
educationd indtitutions, office building maintenance, food processing, food services and retall
establishments [Kdley, July 1998 #548]. Service workers are low-paid and much more likely to be
femae, minority or immigrant, than are indudtria workers. Unions wanting to recruit such workers

encounter difficulties using the old industrial organizing model. Service workers, such as homecare
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workers, are not concentrated in industrid plants, but in communities where they live. The urgent needs
of sarvice workers (and their families) include the same issues facing low-income women with families
more generdly: daycare, education, and community safety. Unions wanting to organize these workers
areincreaangly interested in solving problems for families low-income minority communities. Unions
aso encounter difficulties organizing immigrant workers who enter the country illegaly. Workers lacking
legd gatus or the right to vote have been more reluctant than others to join unions and to confront
employers. Without these immigrant workers, unions are certain lose even more politica and economic
clout.

For the above reasons, service worker unions are another potentialy strong aly of regiona
equity movements. Asin the case with environmentalists, service unions are confronting mgor
chdlengesto their traditiond |abor identity: workplace centered, contract focused, non-immigrart,
mogtly white, and mde-led. They are under strong pressure to demonstrate their vaue to poor urban
minority families. Unions can bring substantid financid resources, political muscle, and credibility with

white workers to movements for regiond equity.

mmigrants

Nontcitizen immigrantsin New Y ork State pay $16 hillion a year in taxes, yet immigrants nort
citizens have lack voting rights and hence have little ability to demand services or to fund them through
government [Clark, 1998 #549]. Moreover, cities with large non-citizen immigrant populations—such as
New Y ork and Los Angeles—provide schooling and other public services for noncitizen immigrants, but

these cities are systematicaly shortchanged in state eections deciding tax and spending policies because
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large proportions of their populations have no right to participate in the ections. The
disenfranchisement of non-citizen immigrant taxpayers contributes to the financid hardships and fisca
dress of dl resdents of cities in which they are concentrated. Helping to incorporate immigrants into the
voting polity and civic life of the dity, dties (and many inner-ring suburbs) could along way towards
increasing the voting power of urban low-income communities, and it would be ablow againgt fisca
inequities at the heart of the regiondism debate. Latino, Asan, West Indian and other immigrant groups
could possibly become important components of coditions for regiond equity, and the demand for
immigrant political rights (or less redtricted citizenship requirements) may be centrd to the politica

success of regiona movementsin some aress.

Conclusion

The three movements discussed in the magica redism section above do not exhaust the list of
potentid dliesin building coditions for regiond equity and improving the lives of poor children. One can
imagine, however, the cregtive tenson that the combination of these movements will generate on
discussons of vaues and gods for amovement focused on children and poverty. Whatever coditions
that emerge will not only have to tackle known problems of organizationd capacity and fragmentation,
racid distrust, and opposition from political elites protecting turf. They will o need to find cregtive
means of linking together new and old paliticd movements, grievances, and aspirations without a
redriction of issuesto the mord universe of any sngle group. In short, codition politics will need to be
about grassroots organizing and understanding differing voices and perspectives on injustice rather than
assarting a pre-defined agenda with mechanicd political srategies postulating a symmetry of group
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economic status and politica response.
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