
n Most research in the sociology and politics of urban rede-
velopment is aimed at explaining patterns of decision making
with regard to land use and investment in the built environment.1

Who usually defines alternative plans for deteriorated neighbor-
hoods or tracts of vacant land? Who typically decides which
among the alternatives gets the required government support?
These are questions about the “structures”—the laws, norms, or
cultural assumptions—that shape common forms of local deci-
sion making. My goals are different. I seek to explain how politi-
cal and economic structures are disrupted in episodes of public,
collective struggle. Similarly, I seek to locate the processes within
such episodes that constitute or produce their varying outcomes.

In my first case, community leaders challenged a redevelop-
ment agenda in the East End neighborhood of Highland Park.
After a long battle in the summer of 1949, the city conceded by
accepting a land gift from the neighborhood in exchange for a
promise not to locate a Civic Light Opera amphitheater in High-
land Park. In the second case, which began a few months after the
resolution in Highland Park, merchants and property owners in
the Lower Triangle challenged a proposal to clear seventy parcels
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of mixed-use buildings in order to erect the Gateway Center office
and apartment tower. The city moved ahead in spite of opposition
and by summer 1950 demolition of the Lower Triangle was un-
derway. Also in the summer of 1950, the third case began, with
residents of St. Clair and Spring Hill–City View protesting a pro-
posal to locate public housing projects in their working-class com-
munity. But the city, as well as the courts, dismissed the residents’
claims, opening the door for public housing construction in St.
Clair and Spring Hill–City View. Case 4, the final episode from the
early postwar era, began in the Lower Hill District in 1958 when
a group of parishioners challenged the imminent demolition of
the St. Peter’s Church. The church was one of the few structures
remaining in a project that ultimately cleared 1,324 buildings
from the Lower Hill. Protesters met with no success in preventing
its demolition and by 1960 construction in the neighborhood was
underway for an 18,000-seat civic arena. In case 5, neighborhood
leaders and historical preservationists prompted a struggle that
later included a wide array of claim makers against the demolition
of 60 buildings and removal of 125 businesses. The outcome, to
reiterate, was strikingly different from the previous four in terms
of opportunities for challengers and other stakeholders to partic-
ipate face-to-face in the planning of alternatives to the mayor’s
proposal.

The first step toward explaining each of the three outcomes—
concessions from the governing coalition (case 1), collapse of the
movement (cases 2–4), and strong democratic participation (case
5)—is to locate the actors in contentious urban redevelopment
and to define the interests underlying their participation. The
next step is to account for why redevelopment grows contentious,
which depends upon a clear understanding of the structures and
processes of routine urban decision making that tend to margin-
alize some stakeholders and thereby incite contentious forms of
political participation. The final step in the study of urban con-
tention is to discover the combinations and sequences of interac-
tion that produce varying outcomes across contentious episodes.
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Locating Actors in Urban Redevelopment

Sociologist Floyd Hunter was among the first and most cele-
brated researchers to attempt to identify participants in urban re-
development and other local policy areas. In his study of decision
makers in 1950s Atlanta, Hunter introduced the controversial
term “power structure” to describe a network of top financiers
and corporate executives capable of controlling the local policy
agenda.2 Hunter’s main method of conceptualizing power struc-
ture was to ask a panel of fourteen highly knowledgeable people
in community affairs to select the top ten leaders from each of
four lists of leaders in business, government, the nonprofit sector,
and social circles. Hunter found a remarkably high level of agree-
ment on the panel as to who the top leaders were in the four
fields, which strengthened the validity of the resulting list of forty
community leaders.

Combining his “reputational” method with in-depth inter-
views of top leaders in the group of forty, Hunter was able to
identify important aspects of local decision making in several pol-
icy areas. In the area of urban redevelopment he revealed a
“closed” group of top leaders, mostly from the corporate busi-
ness sector, which he called the “policymaking structure.” Infor-
mally and in private, the policy-making structure moved many
important issues onto the public agenda. The group then estab-
lished committees of lower-level leaders to carry out the policies.
For example, Hunter found that regarding Atlanta’s controver-
sial urban renewal program, nine top business leaders and four
government and other professionals had “laid the groundwork
for the program and determined its major outlines” before 
assembling a somewhat broader “official committee” for imple-
menting it.3

Hunter’s followers applied his methods to power studies of
communities across the United States, most drawing conclusions
similar to his about the politics of urban redevelopment.4

Whether the issue was to initiate a federal urban renewal pro-
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gram, finance a bond campaign for road construction, or create
a district for business improvement, corporate business executives
usually set the agenda, even if they organized leaders outside of
business to carry out their plans. The “elite” view of community
power advanced by Hunter and his followers presented a rather
cynical image of urban democracy in the United States. Critics,
however, rejected the methods of the elite theorists and their cyn-
ical portrait of democracy. Political scientist Nelson Polsby was
perhaps the most persistent critic. He focused on problems relat-
ed to Hunter’s reputational method, arguing that it is impossible
to determine who actually exercises influence over specific deci-
sions by asking people who they believe has power. Just because
business elites have reputations for power does not mean they will
be united on all redevelopment issues or even have the time to ex-
amine them in sufficient depth to take a position.5

Polsby advocated the decision-making method developed by
Edward Banfield and Robert Dahl in their studies of 1950s Chica-
go and New Haven, Connecticut, respectively.6 Banfield and Dahl
sought to measure actual rather than potential control over spe-
cific public issues by observing who initiated policy proposals that
were ultimately implemented and who succeeded in vetoing pro-
posals initiated by others. Decision-making studies, however, tend-
ed to complement the substantive claims of reputational scholars
that important decisions in urban redevelopment were usually
made by elites. Banfield depicted corporate business elites as
prime movers in his case study of the hundred-acre Fort Dear-
born urban renewal project, and Dahl showed that important de-
cisions in New Haven’s urban renewal were made by a unified
group of professionals in government. Although redevelopment
elites in New Haven were elected officials and political ap-
pointees, according to Dahl they behaved no differently than
Hunter’s corporate “power structure.” The mayor, the develop-
ment administrator, and the redevelopment authority director
created an urban renewal proposal “in secrecy” and then “tested
it for feasibility and acceptability” in the business community.7

After securing corporate business support they created a half
dozen citizen action committees to carry out different aspects of
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the plan—a central business district, harbor development, hous-
ing, and the like.

What makes the decision-making method distinctive is its em-
phasis upon the limitations of elite power imposed by underlying
community divisions. Dahl, Banfield, and their followers observed
multiple political factions, rival coalitions, and other “lines of
cleavage” in local communities.8 Through systematic observation
of actual decision-making events, these scholars sought to under-
stand how elites attempted to control community decisions. In
New Haven, for example, Mayor Lee and his staff created their
“bold and daring” renewal plan in secret because it gave them
time to generate support from business leaders before releasing it
to the public. They viewed business support as a crucial condition
for earning the trust of other community stakeholders, thereby
minimizing the likelihood of community conflict. Elites in New
Haven could not simply have their way in matters of redevelop-
ment. They were limited by the “attitudes and interests of various
elements in the community” within which elites had to shape
their proposals or risk a political backlash.9 Similarly, Banfield
painted a picture of elite power as quite limited in Chicago. By
documenting decisions for and against Fort Dearborn, he ob-
served that business elites who set the agenda had to expend per-
sonal “political capital” to get other elites, who stood to gain little
from the demolition of downtown, to go along with their project.
Implementation, Banfield concluded, is a different process from
agenda setting and can easily be compromised by limitations in
the stocks of political capital held by different elites.

With its emphasis on the problem of how elites attempt to con-
trol decisions and how others might contest such control, deci-
sion making is an essential method of research in contentious
politics, and I used it to locate actors in the five cases. For each
case I sorted through an array of qualitative data, including inter-
views, municipal records, organizational documents, and media
accounts in order to identify who originated select public propos-
als and how other stakeholders defined themselves and their
grievances in relation to the proposals.

While I adopt the decision-making approach, my emphasis is
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somewhat different from the community power scholars. None of
the decision-making studies systematically observed contentious
politics—that is, the making of claims in episodes of public collec-
tive struggle. Contention is collective in that participation occurs
through the coordinated activity of large numbers of people, as in
a strike or protest, which distinguishes it from voting and other in-
dividual forms of participation. Contention is public in that the
success of a participatory effort often depends on capturing the
attention of a wide audience, as occurs in open meetings, public
hearings, demonstrations, petitions, and marches. Contention is a
distinct form of political participation that has been overlooked
or obscured in the decision-making studies of community power.

As McFarland points out, the omission of contentious politics
from community power research is partly a result of the pluralist
theory that informed most decision-making studies.10 Pluralism
assumes that power on important issues is dispersed under the
control of many persons and groups, as illustrated in the studies
of Dahl and Banfield. Yet pluralists tend to overlook the structur-
al imbalance in organizational capacity between elites who set
agendas and other stakeholders wishing to challenge those agen-
das. This criticism of pluralism is implicit in Mancur Olson’s the-
ory of the “logic of collective action,” which states that widely
shared political interests will often fail to organize effectively be-
cause constituents have a rational incentive to “free ride” on the
efforts of others.11 On the other hand, small groups of elites do
not suffer the same organizational problems and will therefore
generally defeat their many, less well-organized opponents.

Political contention is one antidote to the collective action
problem suffered by large groups. Constituted as it is in collective
symbols and rituals, contentious politics both exploits and rein-
forces social solidarities that can motivate individuals to act polit-
ically even when it is not in their rational self-interest to do so.12

People do not join in protests and demonstrations, participate in
open meetings, or sign petitions out of rational self-interest. Such
acts of contention express solidarity and commitment and
demonstrate political efficacy to others, thereby creating potential
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for the diffusion of contention from more- to less-organized social
groups.13

Political contention occurs when stakeholders who are exclud-
ed from elite decisions openly and collectively challenge those de-
cisions. The four cases presented in chapter 3 preceded the fifth
case (chapter 5) by half a century, yet all followed the same pat-
tern of business and government elites making decisions and
neighborhood activists challenging those decisions through con-
tentious collective action. What interests underlie the involve-
ment of each of these actors in urban redevelopment? Although
interests are not always sufficient to motivate political participa-
tion, understanding the dynamics of contentious urban redevel-
opment requires that we know why public officials often risk
political capital to promote controversial redevelopment projects,
and what is at stake for neighborhood residents of redevelopment
areas.

Interests and Urban Redevelopment

The most obvious stakeholders in land-use decisions are prop-
erty investors, developers, and real estate financiers. Each has the
potential to gain wealth from practices that intensify the use of
properties and increase their market value. As any homeowner
knows, the distinctive character of land as a commodity is that its
value hinges on aggregate land uses of a larger area. For this rea-
son, those who own, invest in, or develop properties for a living
will have a great deal of interest in broader patterns of land use
and investment in the city or region as a whole. It is no surprise
that landed interests are found to be key players in the urban
growth coalitions of many American cities.14

Less obvious stakeholders in the business sector are local
media and utility companies that often advocate redevelopment
projects they believe will help to grow the regional economy and
its population. Population growth means greater circulation for
newspapers and more users of utilities. Unions can also be major
players since they benefit from the demolition and construction
jobs created by large-scale redevelopment. Even nonprofit cultur-
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al organizations such as museums, symphonies, and operas are
stakeholders in urban growth because they also benefit from a
growing population. Many cities have “cultural districts,” which
are nonprofit real estate companies specializing in developing
and managing cultural institutions.15 Though not business organ-
izations in the strict sense, these nonprofit organizations depend
upon foundation grants and other sources of flexible financing
that require them to operate like regular businesses. Generally,
any group benefiting from economic investments that are cap-
tured within a municipality, region, or other territory is a poten-
tial player in an urban growth coalition.

Growth coalitions depend upon cooperation with local gov-
ernment officials to meet their land-use objectives. Local public
policies shape the environment in which economic growth and
redevelopment occur. Businesses in search of investment loca-
tions look for high-quality services at relatively low rates of taxa-
tion. Cities that levy taxes at significantly higher rates than
competitors will be less attractive to investors. Growth coalition
members can often be found advocating for a “good business cli-
mate” and will support politicians who share their policy goals. In
their capacity to shape the policy context of economic growth and
redevelopment, local governments play a role similar to state and
national governments in the larger economy.

Yet local officials can be found doing much more than shap-
ing the policy environment for redevelopment. Like New Haven’s
Mayor Lee, they often take a direct role in setting and implement-
ing local land-use agendas.16 Officials work closely with urban re-
development agencies to acquire and clear specific properties
located in areas targeted for redevelopment. Local governments
also use low-interest loans, grants, and tax abatements to finance
new construction and rehabilitation in targeted areas. But why
should this be the case? Why should local governments in a com-
mercial republic—where economic assets are privately owned and
controlled—be involved in the controversial arena of real estate
development?

Political scientist Paul Peterson has offered perhaps the most
widely accepted account of the interests of local government in
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urban redevelopment.17 Writing from the public choice tradition,
Peterson views elected officials as rational actors competing in the
market for votes, much like buyers and sellers compete in other
commodity markets. In modern democracies, local officials win
votes on the promise of improving their city’s economic standing
in relation to competing locales for capital investment. New in-
vestment increases demand for commercial real estate, which is
reflected in rising land values and new construction or rehabilita-
tion of buildings for office, manufacturing, and retail use. Resi-
dential real estate is stimulated in turn as business growth
increases demand for labor, bringing new workers into the re-
gion’s rental and homeowner markets. Capital investment, there-
fore, directly benefits the city as a whole. It increases the amount
of tax revenue a municipality can generate at specific tax rates
and thereby improves the benefit/cost ratio to taxpayers who fi-
nance municipal services. The more battles a city can win in the
competition for mobile capital, according to Peterson, the more
it can improve the benefit/tax ratio of its residents.

Peterson drew important conclusions about the politics of re-
development in American cities from the rather obvious fact that
American local government is quite limited when compared with
the federal government. Unlike the federal government, munici-
palities can do little to control flows of capital and labor across
their borders. Cities must focus on manipulating the use of land,
the only factor of production they can regulate directly. They can
use zoning and eminent domain authority to control the size and
functions of land parcels within their boundaries. They can pur-
sue large-scale real estate projects—stadiums, convention centers,
retail developments—to make the city a more attractive place for
firms and their employees. Or they can offer tax abatements, low-
interest loans, and other flexible financing arrangements to firms
that invest within their jurisdiction. Given the severe limitations
on the scope of municipal power as well as the overwhelming im-
portance of real estate development to the economic well-being
of cities, it is easy to understand why, for Peterson, “urban politics
is above all the politics of land use.”18

All U.S. cities are the same, Peterson tells us, in their need to
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facilitate conditions for local economic prosperity. And all are
limited to land-use intervention strategies for meeting the eco-
nomic imperative. Yet if all cities must submit to the discipline of
market competition, then each must formulate a land-use strate-
gy reflecting the advantages and disadvantages conferred by its
unique location within that market.19 Global and national socio-
economic trends affect different cities in different ways. Scholars
of the urban restructuring tradition argue that wide variations
exist in the economic opportunities and constraints facing differ-
ent cities at different times in history.20 American cities in the past
century, for example, have struggled much more than their Euro-
pean counterparts with problems related to the movement of
businesses and residents away from the urban core. Deconcentra-
tion in the United States has transformed many central cities into
“jobless ghettos,” with intense racial and economic segregation.21

Significant variations also exist among different cities and regions
within national boundaries. In places like Boston and San Francis-
co, corporate service economies specializing in law, finance, and
accounting created much higher-paying jobs than economies
more dependent on manufacturing, such as Milwaukee, Detroit,
and Pittsburgh.22 Variation in the relative prosperity of regional
economies is reflected directly in the value of taxable real estate
in these regions and their central cities.

The perspective of urban restructuring emphasizes how
changes in economic and demographic environments influence a
city’s governing arrangements, offering insight into a central
question raised in the following chapters: why do local officials in
Pittsburgh and other declining cities risk political capital by tak-
ing the lead on controversial land-use projects? Where central city
real estate markets remain weak over long periods of time, politi-
cians feel the effects perhaps more than anyone in their inability
to finance high-quality services. Mayors in cities with rapidly grow-
ing corporate service economies may be able to choose a laissez-
faire approach toward real estate development while their
counterparts in declining industrial areas may not have that luxu-
ry. Mayors of declining cities who take the lead on projects that
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change the landscape or skyline often believe that such improve-
ments will enhance the image of their city in the minds of in-
vestors and citizens. The symbolic politics of image building are
frequently seen as more important to city leaders than the strict
economic benefits and costs of alternative growth policies.23

Neighborhoods often challenge the city building projects of
public officials, and they are the main challengers in the cases of
urban contention considered in this book.24 Neighborhood resi-
dents can participate in redevelopment decisions in various ways,
depending upon the structure of local political opportunities.
Contentious collective action is an alternative mode of participa-
tion for areas lacking regular access to government officials.
Neighborhood leaders frequently make claims in the name of the
“special-use values” of place. Sociologists John Logan and Harvey
Molotch invented this term to indicate the additional benefits cre-
ated and appropriated by a person who uses a particular place.25

If urban growth coalitions are interested in the commodity or “ex-
change” value of places, neighborhood residents and many busi-
nesses value them for the practical benefits they provide in daily
use. The existence of special-use values implies that places are
unique, that one place is not interchangeable with another. Liv-
ing in a particular place might locate a person near family who
can help care for children; working in a certain area might help
a person to realize the additional health benefits of walking to the
office each day. And worshiping at a neighborhood church might
create the additional benefit of maintaining close ties to one’s
ethnic community.

Because people realize additional benefits from using places,
a great deal is at stake when places are exchanged and redevel-
oped. Redevelopment can change how places are used and who
benefits from their use, and it is the fundamental condition of the
politics of place in its contentious form, whereby stakeholders
who lack regular access to government “resort to all sorts of ‘ex-
tramarket’ mechanisms to fight for their right to keep locational
relations intact.”26 Why do neighborhoods and other stakeholders
get excluded from redevelopment? Robert Dahl hints at an an-
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swer to this question by emphasizing that effective coalition build-
ing requires public officials to carefully choose when, if at all, it is
appropriate to bring different stakeholders into the planning
process. Urban regime theory, the prevailing view on leadership
in urban politics today, explores the implications of Dahl’s basic
insight.

Urban Governance and Contentious Politics

Urban regime theory is founded on the premise that political
power in U.S. cities is divided into separate spheres, with crucial
productive assets under private control and public authority
under the control of government officials. The formal powers of
government alone are insufficient to carry out important policy
agendas, so officials must seek informal ties with business leaders
who can enhance their “capacity to govern.” When leaders from
business and government blend their resources for a common
purpose, an urban governing coalition is formed.27

Governing capacity that is sustained over the long term cre-
ates a regime, which leading regime theorist Clarence Stone de-
fines as the “informal arrangements by which public bodies and
private interests function together in order to be able to make
and carry out governing decisions.” “Governance through infor-
mal arrangements,” Stone explains, “is about how some forms of
coordination of effort prevail over others.”28 Prevailing coalitions
usually include business elites but also, less often, other stakehold-
ers because once business and government achieve a coalition
with governing capacity, they tend to exclude other stakeholders
whose resources are not required to carry out their policy agen-
da. Stone calls this “preemptive power,” which conveys the idea
that elites exercise power in order to produce specific results in
an efficient manner rather than—as classic elite theory implies—
to control the behavior of others.29 Residents, low-income hous-
ing advocates, and others defending neighborhood use values
often have few resources that officials perceive as useful to their
governing agendas. Officials must calculate whether the resource
contributions of marginal actors to a governing agenda exceed
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the costs of including them in the coalition. With each additional
member, a coalition bears higher costs in terms of managing con-
flict among potentially competing interests and goals. For this
reason, nonbusiness stakeholders are often excluded by urban
growth coalitions.30

In the U.S. political economy, businesses control investment
decisions that create wealth and employment, which politicians
depend upon for their electoral success.31 This relationship of de-
pendency expresses the “systemic power” of business.32 Their priv-
ileged economic position places business interests at the center of
governing coalitions, and they join with the government to pre-
empt important policy agendas, in the process excluding other
stakeholders perceived as unnecessary and inefficient complica-
tions to the process of agenda building. The potential for conflict
originating in the marginalization of neighborhoods and other
stakeholders from governing coalitions points to a third form of
community power, that of social control.

Social control refers to an actor’s capacity to overcome resis-
tance to his or her desired agenda or to prevent the agenda of an-
other. Marginalized stakeholders initiate a contest of social
control when they collectively and publicly oppose redevelop-
ment plans defined and advocated by urban growth elites. Yet
regime theory overlooks the dynamic aspects of such conflicts.
What happens after contentious situations arise? What deter-
mines their outcomes? With its emphasis on how power is created
through systemic advantages and preemptive actions, regime the-
ory gives only casual attention to processes and outcomes of
urban contention. There is no denying regime theory’s crucial in-
sight into the question of how democratic incorporation occurs in
U.S. cities: to gain a voice, stakeholders must match their de-
mands with resources commensurate with the kind of agenda
they wish to create. Resources such as land, capital, and profes-
sional skills, not the voices of opposition, gain the sympathy and
respect of urban governing coalitions. But is it not possible for re-
sources to be generated, and elites compelled to recognize them
as valuable, by the processes of collective struggle? The results of
two of my case studies suggest that it is. 

Contentious Urban Redevelopment 19

© 2005 University of Pittsburgh Press



Structures of Contention in Urban Redevelopment

Research in contentious politics explores how social processes
unleashed in collective, public struggle produce varying out-
comes in the presence of different structures. A structure is a type
of scientific variable that is stable for individual cases but subject
to variation from one case to the next. A main premise of process
theories of contention is that outcomes of episodes are not deter-
mined by, and therefore cannot be deduced from, structural con-
ditions. Structures enable some forms of social interaction and
constrain others, but they do not determine their actual trajecto-
ries and outcomes. It is still necessary, however, to locate the struc-
tures that condition contentious episodes if a complete
explanation of their outcomes is desired; therefore, I will draw
upon the two main structural variables in social movement re-
search: structure of political opportunities and mobilizing struc-
tures.33

In 1973 Peter Eisenger used the phrase “structure of political
opportunities” to explain variation in protest behavior in forty-
three American cities. He sought to identify the stable features of
local political systems that affected “the degree to which groups
are likely to be able to gain access to power and to manipulate the
political system.”34 Eisenger’s work inspired a new “political
process” perspective in social movement research that seeks to ex-
plain why movements emerge when they do and how some suc-
ceed while others fail at accomplishing collective goals.35

Electoral rules are perhaps the most central formal dimension
of local political systems. In cities, at-large electoral systems con-
strain political contention because they provide no incentives for
elected officials to respond to claims of neighborhood chal-
lengers. Since the constituency of an at-large legislative body (for
example, city council) is the city as a whole, members have no 
political obligation to advocate on behalf of a particular neigh-
borhood constituency. At-large council members can afford polit-
ically to get behind legislation that may be unfavorable in one or
more neighborhoods as long as they have the support of a major-
ity of voters in the city. From the point of view of neighborhoods,
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at-large electoral rules create a more closed political system than
district-based rules. Neighborhood leaders find natural allies in
district representatives, who must be responsive to their concerns
or risk electoral defeat. The implication is that neighborhood
challengers in district-based systems should be more successful in
getting government to respond to their claims than those in at-
large systems, all things being equal. 

Informal aspects of political opportunity structures are deter-
mined by analyzing a governing coalition’s stability and its capac-
ity to govern. I examine these measures for Pittsburgh in the two
relevant periods of the study and find that in the early post–World
War II period, the governing coalition was somewhat more stable
than it was during the 1990s. Stable coalitions, or regimes, offer
fewer opportunities for challengers to manipulate the political
system than unstable coalitions, where weak or marginalized
members might exploit external conflicts to strengthen their po-
litical positions. One key to stability in early postwar Pittsburgh
was the concentration of substantial productive capacity in the
steel industry and the control of much of the region’s industrial
wealth in the Mellon financial holdings. Governing arrangements
in cities dominated by a single industry or firm tend to be more
stable than those in cities with a decentralized economic struc-
ture. Dominant economic players such as Mellon hold the kind of
systemic power that pushes them toward the center of governing
coalitions, thereby maintaining the stability of governing arrange-
ments over time. In a more diverse urban economy, as is illustrat-
ed in 1990s Pittsburgh, governance does not consistently revolve
around the needs of a single firm or industry and the governing
coalition is more prone to instability. The implication is that
greater opportunities existed for marginalized stakeholders in 
the 1990s to gain access to government by challenging existing
arrangements.

The governing capacity of Pittsburgh’s growth coalition was a
good deal more centralized in the earlier than in the later period.
The ability to govern is expressed in preemptive power, “the
power of authorities to implement adopted policies.”36 Urban
coalitions with a strong and centralized capability to implement
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important policies can more easily ignore contentious claims of
challengers than coalitions with a weak and/or decentralized ca-
pability. Building a strong and centralized ability to govern, as ob-
served in midcentury Pittsburgh, leads to a greater political
exclusion of those not formally incorporated in the governing
coalition. It follows that coalitions with weaker, less centralized
governing capacity must remain open to new participants in case
they control resources commensurate to the governing agenda.

The phrase “mobilizing structures” refers to resources that
challengers can access and convert into vehicles for mounting
and sustaining collective actions. Examples of mobilizing struc-
tures include money, communications media, and meeting
places, but also social structures such as family units, friendship
networks, voluntary groups, work units, businesses, professional
organizations, and government agencies that can facilitate re-
source mobilization.37 The term “multiorganizational fields” en-
compasses the full range of social structures that have the
potential to facilitate the mobilization (or demobilization) of a
movement. The field of a movement may include local social
structures or those with national or international scope.38 In this
study, the existence of national organizations as well as local
groups connected to broader movements is a crucial structural
variation. National and local federated organizations have been
decisive in the outcomes of contention because of their inde-
pendence from the growth coalition. Community organizations
that depend heavily upon urban growth coalitions for operating
resources are not likely to take the lead in challenging unwanted
growth and redevelopment agendas because they might risk alien-
ating their supporters and losing access to valuable resources. Au-
tonomous organizations, those who depend less on the growth
coalition, are better candidates for initiating a contentious collec-
tive action.

Regime theory and other familiar perspectives in urban poli-
tics have not paid enough attention to the role of autonomous na-
tional or local-federated mobilizing structures in urban political
struggles. Too often urban political studies focus on the internal
dynamics of coalition formation and their maintenance at the ex-
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pense of a deeper understanding of the broader social context of
community power. According to Gerry Stoker, the central chal-
lenge of urban political research today “is how to place the analy-
sis within the context of wider processes of change . . . to connect
local and non-local sources of policy change.”39 When cases of po-
litical contention are the unit of urban analysis, the investigator is
forced to look beyond local boundaries to the broader multiorga-
nizational field in which challengers are embedded. A compari-
son of the four case studies in chapter 3 with the fifth case in
chapter 5 illustrates the decisive role that autonomous national
and local federated organizations can have upon urban political
processes and outcomes.

Integrating the structural ideas just discussed leads me to the
following proposition: those who exert power by contentious
means will be most successful when they face an open structure of
political opportunities and benefit from access to autonomous
mobilizing structures. Chapter 6 evaluates this hypothesis against
the results of the five case studies. Are the outcomes in each case
consistent with the expectations of the structural theory of social
movements? For all but one, the answer will be yes. Challengers in
case 1 had the benefit of neither an open structure of political op-
portunities nor autonomous mobilizing structures, but they did
achieve concessions as a result of their collective actions. How can
this anomaly be explained? More importantly, how did attributes
of the structures of political opportunities combine with attrib-
utes of mobilizing structures to produce the predicted achieve-
ments in the other cases?

Dynamics of Contentious Urban Redevelopment

A mechanism-based approach to social explanation can pro-
vide answers to these questions. In the mechanism worldview, a
complete explanation of an observed pattern between two vari-
ables, X and Y, consists of a description of how interactions
among mechanisms m1, m2 . . . mn, emerging under condition X,
generate outcome Y.40 I follow Charles Tilly’s definition of a mech-
anism as “a delimited class of events that change relations among
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specified sets of elements in identical or closely similar ways over
a variety of situations.” A well-known illustration of this is Robert
K. Merton’s “self-fulfilling prophecy,” an event in which a false
definition of a situation motivates behavior that makes the false
definition come true.41 A bank run is one of many situations pro-
duced by the self-fulfilling prophecy. Once a rumor of insolvency
is started some depositors will withdraw their savings. This rein-
forces belief in the rumor, causing more depositors to withdraw,
producing more withdrawals, and so on until bankruptcy be-
comes a reality. The same thing can occur in a wide variety of
other circumstances, for instance in neighborhood segregation
patterns or presidential primary elections.

Social processes in each case of contention are produced by
interactions—“frequently recurring . . . chains, sequences, and
combinations”—among specific types of mechanisms.42 I selected
mechanisms catalogued by Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and
Charles Tilly, which I adapted for my purposes of analyzing the
politics of place. Once a set of crucial mechanisms recurring
across some or all cases was identified, it was then possible to con-
struct a mode of representing their patterns of interaction that
constituted or produced varying outcomes in each (see chapter
6). A mode of representation spells out how mechanisms, once
activated, “produce the observable concatenations forming ob-
servable patterns.”43 Brief definitions follow for seven mecha-
nisms depicted in all or some of the case studies: category
formation, attribution of political opportunity, social appropria-
tion of resources, brokerage, object shift, polarization, and certi-
fication.44

The mechanism of “category formation” creates new social
identities. A social identity forms as members of a collectivity
agree on a boundary distinguishing themselves from and relating
themselves to some other actor or actors outside the boundary. In
the politics of place social identities arise among neighbors who
share the use of a locality from which they derive special values, as
discussed earlier. When people perceive a threat to special-use val-
ues, they grow more reflexive about their underlying attachments
to the threatened locality. Of course, a collective identity catego-
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ry does not take shape mechanically among neighbors once the
physical structures in their neighborhood are threatened. Rather,
identities are socially constructed. Challengers must invest re-
sources to “align” the categories of potential recruits with those of
the movement. Once stabilized, a category serves to both name
an aggrieved group of people and to “underscore and embellish
the seriousness and injustice of a social condition” experienced by
the group that could motivate members into action.45

In the politics of place, the “unjust” use of eminent domain to
acquire private property for redevelopment is a common source
of collective identity formation. When multiple property owners
are involved, they endure a common experience that facilitates
the definition of a common grievance. But it takes skill and inven-
tion to define categories that withstand assaults from a hostile en-
vironment.46 Robust categories evoke emotional reactions, such as
anger at being excluded from a plan that demolishes one’s place
of business or a sense of injustice at having the state acquire one’s
property only to turn it over to a developer who can put it to more
“productive” uses. Emotions are evoked through rituals, rhetoric,
and popular symbolism, as the case studies in this book will
demonstrate.

But urban growth coalitions attempt to prevent the spread of
opposition to their plans by undermining the sense of injustice
generated in the categories constructed by challengers. This can
happen in two ways. The first is by articulating a “territorial ideol-
ogy” that emphasizes the common interests of the residents of a
city, regardless of the differences among them.47 Promoters of re-
development, for example, claim that their projects improve the
economic standing of the city as a whole. All residents benefit
when a city becomes “major league” or “world class,” or when it
achieves national visibility, even if residents or small businesses in
redevelopment areas bear the disproportionate costs of these ac-
complishments. A second tactic of urban growth elites is to “try to
make their projects faits accomplis by getting them as far along as
possible without any kind of public input.”48 When public atten-
tion cannot be avoided, they can frame issues in narrow technical
terms of relevance only to experts. This starves challengers of the
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information they need to make credible claims against the growth
coalition. If the city is merely “conducting a feasibility study” for a
new stadium but has “no immediate plans” to pursue such a proj-
ect, there is little to create a burning sense of injustice among
those who might be threatened by it.

“Attribution of political opportunity” occurs when challengers
identify a change in the political environment as an occasion for
making contentious claims. Contention increases when people
perceive a lifting of existing constraints on their action or coming
events and resources that might facilitate action. As an example,
the Christian Right viewed changing electoral alliances in the
Reagan era as an opportunity to organize a national movement
through the Republican Party.49 The attribution mechanism is dif-
ferent from the structure of political opportunities discussed ear-
lier, for two reasons. First, it indicates that a shift is underway in a
previously stable political structure, for example when growing in-
ternal conflicts weaken the governing capacity of an urban
regime. Second, attribution operates through the perceptions of
challengers, who mobilize when they both perceive structural
changes and define those changes as occasions for mounting col-
lective actions. Thus, attribution of political opportunity depends
upon the previous formation of a collective identity category.

If mobilizing structures are the resources accessible to chal-
lengers, then “social appropriation” refers to the process of con-
verting resources into vehicles for mounting and sustaining
collective action. The existence of strong mobilizing structures,
however, does not guarantee that a movement will take advantage
of them in a timely or strategic way. With poor leadership, valuable
resources available through social connections could be squan-
dered or overlooked. Alternatively, people with few resources of
their own could win respect and their movement gain support
from sympathetic allies by demonstrating strong collective identity
and strategic responsiveness to shifts in political opportunity.
Thus, social appropriation often works in combination with iden-
tity formation and attribution of political opportunity.

“Brokerage” is another mechanism that can lead challengers
to identify and gain access to resources not available to them prior
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to the emergence of contention. It occurs when two previously
unconnected sites are linked by a third site that mediates relations
between them. Sometimes in the course of a conflict previously
unconnected people find themselves making contentious claims
in the same time and place, which can lead them to share re-
sources and struggle together on a common front.

“Object shift” transforms relations between challengers and
the objects of their contentious claims. Herbert Gans illustrates ob-
ject shift in his study of neighborhood resistance to federal urban
renewal in Boston’s West End.50 Beginning in 1956 a Committee
to Save the West End opposed the city’s plans to demolish their
neighborhood and relocate seven thousand low- and moderate-
income residents. After failing repeatedly to prevent the Boston
Redevelopment Authority from moving ahead with demolition,
the committee shifted its object of claims to federal lawmakers,
who ultimately had the authority to terminate Boston’s West End
urban renewal project. Students of U.S. social movements argue
that the multilevel structure of American federalism provides
multiple opportunities for object shift, which can reinvigorate
waning social movements. For example, gay rights activism in the
1960s occurred at local, state, and federal levels simultaneously,
and successes at one level frequently strengthened activism at
other levels.51

According to McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, object shift is impor-
tant for two reasons. First, it can activate new allies or opponents
in contentious struggles, such as when national politicians are
drawn into local policy debates. Second, object shift affects the
“repertoires of contention” available to challengers.52 For exam-
ple, claim making in courts is governed by more restrictive rules
than claim making in city council hearings. As illustrated in my
first four cases, early postwar property rights battles against emi-
nent domain tended to shift into the courts rather quickly, where
judges determined their outcomes to the detriment of property
owners. Property rights attorneys in the 1990s had learned from
this experience and began advising clients to fight their struggles
in the “courts of public opinion.”

“Polarization” widens the differences between governing elites
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and challengers in contentious episodes. Conflict bystanders will
often remain neutral, contributing nothing to either side and
thereby sustaining an existing balance of power. Polarization in-
fuses disputes with strong ideological and emotional content, 
activating new stakeholder categories and generating sympathy
from observers who get drawn into conflict on one side or anoth-
er. New contenders change the existing balance of power and 
ultimately determine the outcomes of social struggles.53

“Certification” of actors, their actions, or their claims by third
parties is fundamental to the creation of allies who can sustain the
momentum of a contentious challenge. Challengers generally
welcome certification by legitimate authorities and experts, but
also benefit from decertification of claims or actions of their op-
ponents. Certification often acts in combination with the object
shift mechanism. New actors such as courts can get drawn into a
struggle through object shift and subsequently play a certifying
role.

Each of these mechanisms is activated in at least two of the five
cases studied in this book, as noted in table 1.1. Four are active in
all the cases. But more important than the number of mecha-
nisms is “the ways they combine, in what sequences they occur,
and why different combinations and sequences, starting from dif-
ferent initial conditions, produce varying effects.”54 The cases
produced three different outcomes for challengers—concessions,
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TABLE 1.1
Mechanisms activated in five cases of contentious urban
redevelopment

Mechanism Cases

Category formation 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 
Social appropriation of resources 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 
Object shift 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
Certification 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 
Attribution of political opportunity 1, 3, 5
Brokerage 3, 5 
Polarization 1, 5 
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collapse, and strong participation. A complete explanation of
each case involves identifying the processes that produced its 
outcome and locating the crucial causal mechanisms in those
processes.

Conclusion

This study differs from other political research on urban rede-
velopment because it emphasizes how stakeholders struggle to
gain a voice in policy making by challenging, disrupting, and ren-
dering uncertain the structures of local governance. Such a re-
search effort is valuable because it begins an exploration of how
some instances of collective struggle create opportunities for
meaningful citizen participation while others do not. Direct citi-
zen participation in neighborhood land use and redevelopment
projects gives palpable expression to our collective aspiration for
a democratic way of life. It is therefore worthwhile to understand
the conditions and processes that facilitate broader and deeper
forms of neighborhood participation, especially in those cities
where formal, citywide systems do not exist.
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