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Harold Washinaton's Ghicae:

by Larry Bennett

Harold Washington served as mayor of
Chicago from May, 1983, until his
death by heart attack on November 25,
1987 —the city’s first Black mayor.
During Washington’s frequently tumul-
tuous four-and-one-half year tenure,
he led a “rainbow” political coalition
of Blacks, Hispanics, and whites,
while articulating a philosophy of gov-
ernance emphasizing economic jus-
tice, procedural reform, and citizen
participation. Washington brought into
his administration a variety of neigh-
borhood activists and opponents of the
city’s regular Democratic party organi-
zation. During his term of office, the
city government inaugurated a long list
of new programs, sought to reshape
previously defined local policies, and
encountered intense criticism and bit-
ter political opposition.

The Washington administration’s
agenda matched several of the prog-
rammatic aims and accomplishments
of the governments in “progréssive
cities” such as Hartford, Conn.; Cleve-
land; Berkeley and Santa Monica,
Calif.; and Burlington, Vermont. By
examining the intentions, accomplish-
ments, and failures of the Washington
administration, we can locate it within
this emergent trend in local gover
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nance. Furthermore, the experience of
the Washington years in Chicago of-
fers some important clues regarding
the opportunities and risks confronting
progressive political movements in
other American cities.

THE CONTEMPORARY URBAN
PROGRESSIVE AGENDA

In order to place the Washington re-
cord in a broader context, we should
consider what contemporary progres-
sives have done in other American
cities. Pierre Clavel’s The Progressive
City, the most comprehensive examina-
tion of contemporary urban progres-
sivism, defined the overall shape of
this movement as one committed to
“programs emphasizing public plan-
ning as an alternative to private power,
and to grassroots citizen participation
as an alternative to council-dominated
representation.”’

In essence, the uses of planning and
participation, not as polarities but as
complementary components of gover
nance, anchor Clavel’s interpretation of
progressive movements in city politics.

Clavel’s approach to the uses of citi-
zen participation is consistent with the
ideology of participatory democracy
that has grounded much neighborhood
activism in American cities since the
1960s. However, his characterization
of planning has a more unique mean-
ing and deserves gpecial attention.

Clavel departs from orthodox plan-
ning models in his assumption that
planning will lead to creative solutions

Placing a

requiring  institutional innovation.
Often, these innovations grow from
the involvement of citizens in the de-
velopment of policy and the guidance
of program implementation. This is the
point at which planning and participa-
tion become complementary, Further
more, Clavel’s concept of planning in-
corporates an inclusive understanding
of community that is not typically as-
sociated with the professional or
technocratic meanings of the term.
Three substantive aims consistently
appear in Clavel’s analysis of progres-
sive administrations and in the discus-
sions of their movements by progressive
activists. The most important of these is
ecopomic equity. As municipal govern-
ments are constrained from directly re-
distributing income and wealth, the
pursuit of economic equity is carried
out by indirect means. For example,
Norman Krumholz, Cleveland’s city
planning director from 1969 to 1979,
has written of his staff’s intention to
provide “more choices to those who
have few, if any choices.”* In Cleve-
tand during the 1970s, this commit-
ment took shape in efforts to enhance
mass transit access for the city’s
poorest neighborhoods, to sustain low
utility charges within the city, and to
plan cooperatively with neighborhood
organizations. As leader of Hartford’s
dominant city council faction during
the 1970s, Nicholas Carbone used de-
velopment negotiations to guarantee
jobs for Hartford residents and store-
fronts for small-scale entrepreneurs.
The second substantive aim of con-
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files of urban progressives. He also
demonstrated how planning can join
its traditional land use focus to an em-
phasis on economic development.
Like governing progressives in other
cities, Harold Washington and his ad-
ministration found that linking plan-
ning to participation was more dif-
ficult. In part this was because of
Chicago’s size and the municipal gov-
ernment’s fiscal constraints. But, in
addition, Washington’s administration,
from the start, encountered hostile
neighborhood mobilization in some
parts of the city. The city’s long-stand-
ing racial polarization undermined the
administration’s ability to win over
these neighborhood critics. Yet it is
equally true that Harold Washington
and his supporters did not find a way
to bridge this divide, which confronts
progressives in most of the couniry’s
large, ethnically diverse cities.
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