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Abstract

Recent research examining post-Second World War urban renewal and redevel-
opment programs acknowledges the pervasive in� uence of progrowth coalitions and
the ideology of “growth” in local politics and decision-making. Yet few researchers
have examined the role of state structures, political interests of urban planners and
city oYcials, and the feedback eVects of past growth initiatives and con� icts in
shaping subsequent growth strategies and the composition of growth coalitions. 
I draw upon archival data and newspaper articles, real estate industry documents,
and planning reports to examine the key actors, important decisions, and political
struggles surrounding urban planning and redevelopment eVorts in Kansas City,
Missouri from 1940 through the 1960s. I use the narrative concepts of path depend-
ency and policy feedback to illustrate how past events and actions, important decisions,
and political con� icts can delimit future growth strategies and policy options, alter-
ing alliances between progrowth coalitions and local redevelopment agencies, and
transforming the programmatic orientation of growth policy. Probing for the feed-
back eVects of past redevelopment con� icts and institutional arrangements on sub-
sequent growth strategies is useful for two reasons: First, it reveals how changing
growth agendas and growth coalitions emerge not only in response to new socio-
economic conditions but also on the basis of previous growth policies. Second, it
highlights an important “up-link” dimension (Molotch 1999) in the growth machine
heuristic that connects local processes with the macrostructures of the state and
the economy.

Introduction

Much research has documented the pervasive in� uence of growth
coalitions in local politics and policy making and the powerful impact
that growth ideology has on the formulation of local redevelopment drives.
Yet only recently have researchers begun to document variations in the
composition of growth coalitions, investigate the origin and implemen-
tation of speci� c growth policies, and identify sources of opposition to
progrowth ideology (see Logan, Whaley, and Crowder 1997 for a review).
Using a case study of growth politics in Kansas City, Missouri, I exam-
ine the impact of local institutional arrangements and political struggles
between city oYcials and business elites on the formulation and 
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implementation of growth policy and redevelopment in the three decades
after 1940. A vast literature has focused on mobilization of local busi-
nesses and the formation of growth coalitions in years following the
Second World War, especially those business groups who organized to
take advantage of the generous federal subsidies provided through the
federal urban renewal legislation, via the Housing Acts of 1949 and
1954 (Squires 1989; Weiss 1980; Kleniewski 1984; Mollenkopf 1976;
1983, pp. 87–90). Yet empirical studies of postwar urban renewal and
business mobilization have downplayed the considerable local variations
in (1) the institutional structure of city planning and redevelopment oper-
ations, and (2) the political struggles between urban planners and growth
coalitions over the control and implementation of the growth agenda
through local redevelopment policy. This historical case study permits
examination of changes in the structure and organization of city plan-
ning and redevelopment eVorts, and political struggles between growth
coalitions and city oYcials over the implementation of the growth agenda.
My goal in part is to move beyond documenting the fact of growth
and the presence of growth coalitions in local politics, and explain how
local processes link up to external socioeconomic conditions and polit-
ical forces, an important “up-link” in the growth machine heuristic
(Molotch 1999). 

The Urban Renewal program was a federally subsidized program of
slum clearance and urban redevelopment established through the Housing
Acts of 1949 and 1954 (see Gotham and Wright 1999 for an overview).
These housing acts empowered local communities to create redevelop-
ment authorities with the legal power of eminent domain to acquire
privately-owned land for slum clearance and redevelopment.1 The impe-
tus for the legislation came from central city businessmen and real estate
interests who mobilized to push for comprehensive planning and down-
town revitalization to bolster declining central-city property values and
make cities more appealing as centers of private investment in light of
suburban development that was attracting business away from the cen-
tral city (Von HoVman 2000; Hays 1985, chapter 7; Teaford 1990;
Wilson 1966; Mollenkopf 1976; 1983; Savitch and Thomas 1991). As
scholars recognize, the urban renewal program contributed greatly to
clearing vast areas of slum housing in many U.S. Central Business
Districts (CBDs), replacing low-rent residential housing with high rise-
oYce towers and luxury apartments (Gans 1962; Hirsch 1983; Squires,
Bennett, McCourt, and Nyden 1987; Feagin and Parker 1990, chapter
9). Although attacking substandard housing conditions was used to jus-
tify the urban renewal program, very few resources were used to improve
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deteriorated or dilapidated housing or “renew” slum neighborhoods
(Teaford 2000; Greer 1965, p. 3; Jacobs 1961; Hartman and Kessler
1978; National Commission on Urban Problems 1969, p. 153). Nationally,
the program destroyed thousands more units than it replaced and dis-
located tens of thousands of small businesses and residents (Friedland
1982, pp. 81, 85, 195; Bayor 1989; Gans 1962; Jacobs 1961; Weiss
1980; Kleniewski 1984). In 1974, the federal government discontinued
the urban renewal program amid widespread urban protest and neigh-
borhood discontent surrounding the destabilizing eVects of the program
on inner city communities (Von HoVman 2000; Teaford 2000; Hirsch
1983; Weiss 1980). 

I begin by discussing the mobilization of local business elites in the
late 1930s and 1940s to reform city politics (e.g., end boss rule) and
make local government more conducive to private sector revitalization
demands and progrowth initiatives. I investigate the response of down-
town business elites and real estate interests to the specter of urban
decline, the institutional transformation of urban planning activities after
1940, and the initial slum clearance legislation that enabled local gov-
ernment to create a public agency (i.e., housing authority) with the legal
power to condemn and demolish blighted housing. I then examine the
sources of con� ict between the city manager’s oYce and downtown
elites over the design and implementation of slum clearance and urban
renewal in the post-Second World War era. Throughout the paper, I
use the narrative concepts path dependency and policy feedback to identify
the determinants of key policy adoptions at particular historical moments,
and explore the impact of political con� icts between city oYcials and
business elites in shaping and delimiting future growth policy options.
I analyze the feedback eVects of past redevelopment con� icts and insti-
tutional arrangements on subsequent growth strategies to show how
changing growth agendas and growth coalitions emerge not only in
response to new socioeconomic conditions but also on the basis of pre-
vious local growth policies. 

Growth Coalitions and Growth Politics

Recent research acknowledges the pervasive in� uence of progrowth
coalitions in local politics and decision-making, evidence and conclu-
sions consistent with the growth machine approach to urban politics
and growth policy. As developed by Molotch (1976) and Logan and
Molotch (1987), the growth machine approach argues that a “growth
machine” made up of an array of real estate and banking interests 
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dominates and controls the urban redevelopment process. The desire
for “growth” creates a consensus among a wide array of actors and
elite groups, no matter how divided they may be on a speci� c issue or
policy. Proponents of the growth machine approach suggest that growth
coalitions are prevalent throughout local government because (1) city
leaders seek to sustain growth to maintain governmental services and
� scal health, and (2) local businesses become involved in local policies
to maintain and increase their pro� tability by in� uencing and shaping
the city’s regulation of land-use, tax and employment policy, and pro-
vision of services. The formation of coalitions in pursuit of growth per-
meates all facets of local life, including the political system, as well as
local utility companies, unions, media, and cultural institutions such as
professional sports teams, theaters, symphony orchestras, and universi-
ties (Molotch 1976; Logan and Molotch 1987). The advantage of the
growth machine approach, according to Molotch (1999), is that it pro-
vides a powerful heuristic to understand the eVect of urban change at
the social psychological level (a “down-link” to everyday experience),
the connections between the local, the state, the economy, and global
dynamics (an “up-link” dimension), and the transformation of settlement
space outside the United States (a comparative “across-link”). 

Over the last two decades, much research has investigated the role
of progrowth coalitions in the formulation and speci� c character of local
redevelopment drives. In a comparative analysis of growth coalitions in
Houston and Milwaukee, Fleishmann and Feagin (1988) found that the
composition and strategies of growth coalitions varied signi� cantly over
time. Bennett, et al. (1988) charted the demise of Chicago’s North Loop
Redevelopment project and the emergence of a historical preservation-
ist movement as a signal that the city’s growth machine was “on hold.”
Deleon’s (1995) study of San Francisco and Calavita’s (1992) examina-
tion of San Diego in the 1980s emphasized the historical contingency
of growth strategies, policies, and outcomes. From these and other stud-
ies we � nd that local politics and the pursuit of “growth” is shot through
with con� ict all multiple levels: from struggles over the use of public
monies to � nance large-scale redevelopment projects to the role of local
government in engineering growth or containing the negative conse-
quences of past growth initiatives. Not all pro-growth coalitions use the
same strategies to in� uence local politics and policy and the balance
power in any community is contingent upon a variety of local and exter-
nal conditions. The theoretical and empirical literature recognizes that
diVerent cities can embrace diVerent “growth” strategies (pro-growth, man-
aged growth, slow-growth, no-growth, anti-growth) and not all support
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the same kinds of growth (population growth, manufacturing versus
tourism-based growth, downtown revitalization versus outlying residen-
tial development, and so on). 

In recent years, scholars have focused on the role of government or
the “local state” in shaping urban redevelopment. Some scholars argue
that local governments are dependent on the national and global econ-
omy (Dear and Clark 1981, pp. 1278–83; Clark and Dear 1984) whereas
others argue that local institutions remain critical for promoting growth
(Friedland, Piven, and Alford 1977). While scholars recognize that “local
and national politics matter in determining the strength and mode of
growth machine dynamics” (Molotch 1993, p. 29) there is no consen-
sus on how they conjoin, how they are mutually reinforcing, or whether
research should “start with the local details and build up” (Molotch
1999, p. 255) or eschew “bottom-up methodology” and examine wider
economic and political forces and processes to understand local condi-
tions ( Jessop, Peck, and Tickell 1999, pp. 142, 144). Most empirical
research in urban sociology embraces the former, more inductive and
agency-centered focus to concretely situate actions, events, and processes
in broader historical contexts (see Gotham and Staples 1996 for a review).
For example, in a case study of the Tenderloin district in San Francisco,
Robinson (1995) showed that the role of the local state is both a strength
and weakness of progrowth forces. On the one hand, the existence of
an activist government can unify a growth coalition and engineer growth
through a variety of land-use and regulatory mechanisms (tax conces-
sions, low-interest loans, grants, infrastructure development, and so on).
On the other hand, an activist government can be a vulnerability for
the growth coalition when a “less supportive government arises as a
response to a cognitively mobilized slow-growth movement” (p. 485).
With the rise of a slow-growth, no-growth, or anti-growth coalition,
elected oYcials, city agencies, and planning commissions can then become
“tools to control capital and institutions” (p. 485) and, in turn, can pro-
foundly aVect the character of growth strategies and the selection of
growth policies. 

According to Logan, Whaley, and Crowder (1997), scholars have typ-
ically viewed the local state as a “limiting force” in the eVectiveness of
no-growth or anti-growth forces, or a “stabilizing force” for pro-growth
coalitions, “maintaining a predictable tilt in favor of development pro-
posals despite minor shifts in the governing coalition” (see also Goetz
1994; Horan 1991; Calavita 1992). Yet this view of the local state has
been subject to criticism from scholars who argue that the growth
machine approach has failed to consider the eYcacy of local political
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structures and formal politics (Logan, et al. 1997), and neglected to spec-
ify the connections between the local state and the national state (Kirby
and Abu-Rauss 1999, pp. 214–5; Jessop, Peck, and Tickell 1999, p. 159).
Much research has examined how a growth coalition can unify other-
wise disparate groups of investors and capitalists through the ideology
of “growth” but few studies have focused on the role of the state in
unifying or dividing a growth coalition. For Kirby and Abu Rass (1999,
p. 215), “the local state is in large measure de� ned as the locus of
growth and of the political issues that surround it.” Thus, “while the
growth machine represents the processes of development, introduction
of the local state focuses attention upon the contexts of that develop-
ment.” Many scholars link the process of urban development in the
United States to a system of juridically fragmented and politically divided
metropolises. This politically and institutionally fragmented system has
created a series of political opportunity structures from which business
elites can exercise political in� uence on policy making. Thus, in the
arena of growth policy, the political power of business elites does not de-
rive from some autonomous political capacity on the part of the business
community, but is “licensed by the state; it is the power of a strategic-
structural position within a broader political system” ( Jessop, et al. 1999,
p. 159). In this paper, I examine the role of local institutional arrange-
ments and city agencies in unifying and stabilizing a growth coalition,
and facilitating the adoption of some growth strategies and policies rather
than others. 

Although empirical research is beginning to recognize variations in
the in� uence and eVect of progrowth coalitions on local politics, few
studies have documented the locally- and historically-speci� c sources of
variation in the composition and operation of a growth coalition.
Moreover, few scholars have clearly identi� ed the speci� c political, organ-
izational, and historical and cultural factors that explain how and why
cities pursue some growth strategies rather than others. As Logan,
Whaley, and Crowder’s (1997, p. 610) recent empirical overview acknowl-
edged, “Few researchers have attempted to study explicitly the internal
workings of progrowth coalitions, the various roles played by their
diVerent members, the tactics these actors employ, the con� icts that
develop among them, or the variation in the eYcacy with which vari-
ous progrowth actors attack their task.” We can contrast this lack of
research on progrowth coalitions with the many case studies and com-
parative studies of anti-growth coalitions and opponents of growth
(Swanstrom 1985; Vogel and Swanstrom 1989). More important, gen-
eralized statistical analyses of large data sets or reanalyses of secondary
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sources have dominated scholarly research on growth politics. In most
variable analyses, growth strategies and the growth coalition are treated
as an independent variables and analysis proceeds to examine the out-
comes or consequences of growth politics. In contrast, this study treats
growth strategies and policy as dependent variables and investigates the
impact of changes in local governmental structures, institutional arrange-
ments, political struggles between city oYcials and business elites on the
formulation and implementation of urban redevelopment and renewal
eVorts. 

Method and Data Sources

This historical examination of the growth politics and urban renewal
in Kansas City combines a case study method with the narrative tech-
niques developed in recent years by historical sociologists, social histo-
rians, and other scholars.2 Speci� cally, I use the narrative variant of
path dependency to uncover the historical dimension of a local setting and
display the important events and actions that shaped local growth con� icts
between city oYcials and growth coalitions over the design and imple-
mentation of urban redevelopment initiatives. Path dependency narra-
tives, according to Aminzade (1992, p. 462), refer to the notion that
for any given sequence of events, “past choices and temporally remote
events can help to explain subsequent paths of development and con-
temporary outcomes. It suggests that decisions made at a particular
point in time delimit future options.” Social historians and historical
sociologists such as Aminzade (1992), Abbott (1992; 1990), GriYn (1993;
1992), and Haydu (1998) among others, have analyzed sequences of
events to explore how collective action in the past and at speci� c places
shapes future collection action, networks of action, human agency and
social structure. David’s (1985) initial work showed how the adoption
of the awkward QWERTY keyboard during the late nineteenth cen-
tury, despite the proliferation of competitive and more eYcient designs,
locked the typewriter industry into a trajectory that aVected the subse-
quent training of bookkeepers, secretaries, clerks and typists, and oYce
managers. Pedriana and Stryker’s (1997) analysis of the events leading
up to the 1969 revised Philadelphia Plan shows how the language and
values incorporated into past policies provided a set of “cultural” or
“symbolic” resources that set in motion a path-dependent sequence of
events that continues to shape equal employment policy and politics.
These and other empirical accounts suggest that scholars consider how
past events “feed forward” (1997, p. 638) by shaping subsequent events,
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enabling some actions while constraining others, and transforming polit-
ical structures, capacities, and interests.

In recent years, historical sociologists have emphasized the importance
of examining path-dependent sequences of programs and policies—pol-
icy feedbacks—to identify the determinants of key policy adoptions 
at a given historical moment, explore actions not taken, and explain
the durability of subsequent policy trajectories through time. Skocpol’s
(1988) work on the historical development of New Deal and Great
Society legislation, Weir’s (1988) historical analysis of U.S. employment
policy, and Quadagno’s (1990) study of the social con� icts surrounding
the debate over Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan (FAP) illustrate how his-
torical sociologists use the term “policy feedback” to capture the con-
tingent, yet cumulative and constraining, eVects of past policies on
subsequent political processes and social con� icts. Once enacted, social
policies can reshape the organization of the state itself, aVect the goals
and alliances of social groups involved in ongoing political struggle, and
lock events into a stable trajectory that then becomes diYcult to escape.
Probing for the feedback eVects of past actions and events on subse-
quent policies and events reveals how changing political agendas and
alternative possible alliances emerge not only in response to new socio-
economic conditions but also on the basis of previous policies. 

The narrative account of growth politics provided in this paper uses
an “eventful” conception of temporality (Sewell 1996) to explain how
the cumulative eVect of actions and events can increasingly constrain
or facilitate future growth strategies, growth policy, and aVect the for-
mation or dissolution of growth coalitions in a given locality. The advan-
tage of a narrative analysis is that it joins sequentiality and contingency
to highlight the transformative power of events and the role of human
agency in explanatory accounts (Haydu 1998; Somers 1996; Stryker
1996, p. 307; Gotham and Staples 1996). My eVort is to situate social
action and social structures in their historical and local contexts to
develop a historical grounded sociological explanation of the urban rede-
velopment process occurring in time and through time. GriYn (1995,
p. 1248) suggests that historical time is part of the “context in which
societal arrangements have personal and collective meaning and causal
eYcacy.” Time is the context in which social action occurs, social rela-
tions are challenged as well as institutionalized, and collective meanings
and memories are created, maintained, and changed (Aminzade 1992). 

I use data from three major sources to examine historical variation
in growth con� icts and strategies, and the local implementation of post-
war urban renewal. First, I examined public documents and planning
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reports issued by the City Plan Commission, the Housing Authority of
Kansas City, Missouri (HAKC), Kansas City’s Land Clearance for
Redevelopment Authority (LCRA), and the Kansas City, Missouri City
Development Department, among other agencies. 

Second, I searched three local newspapers (e.g., the Kansas City Times,
Kansas City Star, and the Kansas City Call ) and a number of local archives
for material about growth politics and urban renewal. Third, I accessed
every weekly issue of the Kansas City Realtor, the oYcial publication of
the Kansas City Real Estate Board, from 1925 to 1985 (the last year
published) for data on the local real estate industry, growth coalitions,
and the role of business elites in redevelopment eVorts. I consulted news-
papers and archival data to acquire greater familiarity with the city and
to identify the important decisions, key actors, and groups involved in
growth coalitions, growth con� icts, and the local implementation of
urban renewal. I also gathered newspaper articles to examine the gen-
eral publicity and media attention surrounding various urban renewal
and redevelopment drives.

Municipal Reform and the Fall of the Pendergast Machine

In the decades before 1940, the political machine of Boss Thomas
J. Pendergast controlled the Kansas City, Missouri city government
(Dorsett 1968; Reddig 1947). Pendergast entered politics in 1915 and
spent the next two decades expanding and consolidating his power over
city politics. By the early 1930s, Pendergast had almost complete con-
trol and in� uence over the city and the Democratic Party in Missouri
due to that large blocks of votes he could deliver at election time that
could make or break candidates seeking oYce (Brown and Dorsett 1978,
p. 199; Dorsett 1968). Pendergast’s privileged position in the party also
earned him considerable respect from national party leaders, such as
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who after his inauguration in 1933 granted
the machine boss complete control over all New Deal federal programs
in Missouri (Schnell, Collings, and Dillard 1991). Generous federal grants
through the Public Works Administration (PWA), the Civil Works Admin-
istration (CWA), and the Works Projects Administration (WPA) brought
thousands of new jobs to Kansas City and paid the construction of costs
for many new downtown skyscrapers, including the Jackson County
Courthouse, the Municipal Police Building, City Hall, Municipal Audi-
torium, and a new convention center and a baseball stadium (Reddig
1947). Federal aid combined with local public works projects initiated
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under the city’s “Ten Year Plan” of 1931 helped create more jobs,
build playgrounds and parks, and redevelop waterways and boulevards.3

By the early 1930s Pendergast’s power over local and state politics had
become so in� uential that journalists and politicians infamously referred
to Kansas City as “Tom’s Town” (Brown and Dorsett 1978, p. 202).

Pendergast’s power began to erode after the local media revealed
that many of the machine’s votes in the 1934 local elections came from
“ghosts,” voters whose names appeared on cemetery headstones and
vacant lots. A public outcry combined with an upsurge of labor mili-
tancy and a protracted � scal crisis during 1936 and 1937 spearheaded
the development of a “uni� ed business community that brought con-
siderable force into the anti-Pendergast ranks” (Brown 1958, p. 3).
Representatives of the Chamber of Commerce, the Manufacturers
Association, the Clearing House Association, and the Kansas City Real
Estate Board took the lead in publicizing the abuses of the political
machine and cultivating public opinion to demand its ouster. Much of
this business mobilization against Pendergast was in response to his vehe-
ment pro-labor stance. Much to the chagrin of local business elites,
Pendergast frequently championed the cause of the American Federation
of Labor and called for rapid and widespread unionization of local
workers in many occupations. After 1935, the machine boss supported
the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union in a suit against the
Donnelly Garment Company, which had tried to prevent unionization
of its workers. However, more disclosures of wrongdoing in 1938 and
1939, combined with reports of � nancial mismanagement, embezzle-
ment, and voter fraud seriously weakened Pendergast’s hold over state
and local politics. His indictment for tax evasion in April 1939 ham-
mered the � nal nail in the coYn of the political machine (Dorsett 1968,
pp. 10–24; 1975; Reddig 1947, chapter 6).

Less than a month after Pendergast’s conviction, business leaders
mobilized to form the nonpartisan “Forward Kansas City Committee,”
a growth coalition made up of � fty business leaders under the direc-
tion of R.J. DeMotte, President of the Chamber of Commerce; Vincent
O’Flaherty, President of the Real Estate Board; and other banking and
real estate elites (Brown 1958, pp. 3–4; Kansas City Star. 4/28/39).
Renamed the “Citizens Committee” in 1940, this business-led reform
movement seized control of the city, electing John Gage as mayor and
winning seven of the eight council seats in the municipal elections in
1940, a dominance the Committee would hold through the end of the
1950s. Emboldened by their overwhelming election victory, city reform-
ers set out to transform the machinery of local government, adapting 
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machine ward organizations to the interests of business reformers, build-
ing public support for reform government, and, most important, pub-
licizing the merits and necessity of long-range and comprehensive city
planning and urban revitalization.4

That same year the newly elected city council appointed L. Perry
Cookingham as city manager, a post he would hold through 1959, and
assigned him the task of reorganizing the City Plan Commission. This
included centralizing city planning activities, installing full-time profes-
sional planners, and convincing the public of the necessity of compre-
hensive and long-term planning and redevelopment. Before 1940, city
planning in Kansas City tended to be ad hoc, piecemeal, and uncoor-
dinated, with most of the planning and infrastructure development under-
taken by city departments directly responsible for improvements. At the
behest of the newly elected city council Cookingham reorganized the
City Plan Commission to include the city manager, the directors of 
the public works, water, and welfare departments, the president of the
Board of Park Commissioners, and a set of professional planners under
his direction (City Plan Commission 1941, p. 8).

The motivation for reorganizing the City Plan Commission stemmed
from the perception among Cookingham and other political and eco-
nomic elites that decisive action was need to combat increasing central
city deterioration and urban decay. Throughout the 1930s, a host of
urban problems plagued Kansas City including stagnant population
growth, decentralization of people and industry, and urban blight (Kansas
City Realtor. 1/29/30, pp. 2–3; 9/17/30; 9/24/30, p. 2; 10/7/31, p. 2).
The economic onslaught of the Great Depression took its toll as the
manufacturing, trade, retail, and housing � gures painted a dismal pic-
ture of � nancial and industrial collapse. During the 1930s the number
of persons employed in manufacturing in fell from 58,000 to 51,000
while the value added to industrial products dropped from $280 mil-
lion to $148 million. From 1930 to 1939, wholesale business produc-
tion declined from $415 million to $292 million at the same time retail
sales plummeted from $350 million to $224 million (Spletstoser and
Larsen 1987, p. 21). The decay of the downtown was evident in � gures
showing that in the ten-year period after 1935 there had been a loss
of 6% in assessed valuation in the Central Business District compared
with a 0.5% loss in the entire city (City Plan Commission. October
1947; Anderson, J. 1957, p. 128). The local housing industry had vir-
tually collapsed during the Great Depression, with less than 3950 total
housing starts from 1930 to 1940, compared with 19,991 starts from
1910 to 1919, and 35,569 during the boom years from 1920 to 1929
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(City Plan Commission 1941; Kansas City Realtor. 5/18/32, p. 3). It was
these menacing � gures and trends that alarmed city oYcials and busi-
ness elites who saw physical obsolescence and economic depression as
tantamount to the incipient decline of the urban core.

Growth Con�icts and the Origin of Urban Renewal

According to historical sociologists, narrative is a useful analytic tool
for connecting events and constructing sequences of events to explain
historical change and stability (e.g., trajectories) (Abbott 1990; 1992;
Aminzade 1992; Haydu 1998; Somers 1996; 1998; Gotham and Staples
1996; Quadagno and Knapp 1992; GriYn 1992; 1993; 1995). The
explanatory logic of a narrative account emphasizes how contingencies
and conjunctures guide historical development and how events, as sin-
gular happenings grounded in time, can transform social structures.
Sewell (1996) suggests that events trigger social change by altering the
social structures that shape, enable, and constrain action. This empha-
sis on the transformative power of events highlights the importance of
understanding history as made up of “cascades of events” (Abbott 1991,
p. 227) that can profoundly shape meanings people assign to their social
surroundings, alter relationships and connections among powerful actors,
and aVect the pace and direction of historical change. According to
GriYn (1993, p. 1098) “[t]o locate an action in the sequence of a nar-
rative and link the action to the narrative’s previous actions, for exam-
ple, is one way to understand what ‘caused’ the action and thus to
‘explain’ its occurrence” (see also Quadagno and Knapp 1992; Haydu
1998; Roth 1989). Non-historical sociological explanations are compar-
ative and generalizing, and not temporal in their logic (GriYn 1993, 
p. 1099). Narratives, on the other hand, are intrinsically temporal in
both construction and explanatory logic and “take the form of an unfold-
ing, open-ended story fraught with conjunctures and contingency, where
what happens, an action, in fact happens because of its order and posi-
tion in the story” (p. 1099). 

In Kansas City, the purpose of municipal reform was to eliminate
corruption and machine politics from the business of city management
and restructure city government to make it more hospitable to private
sector growth initiatives and revitalization demands. Much of the reform
movement that swept city government in the late 1930s and 1940s cen-
tered on installing and utilizing planning experts and civil servants within
the reorganized council-manager form of city government. A signi� cant
feature of this government form was the ability of the city manager, 
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as appointed by the city council, to develop the budget and policy 
recommendations, approve long-range urban planning initiatives, and
work in concert with the City Plan Commission and other city agen-
cies. The dissolution of the Pendergast machine and the entry of the
reform government laid the foundation for establishing a “business-like”
city government to take the initiative in promoting economic growth
and redevelopment. In a 1943 speech, Cookingham emphasized that
“We want a planned program which will provide the essential needs of
the community worked out on a good, substantial, business-like basis.”
In this speech he stressed the advantages of adopting a growth strategy
of slum clearance and redevelopment of the CBD to “be planned and
administered in such a way as to make life more pleasant, more pro� table,
and more healthful, and more secure.”5 While city oYcials, urban plan-
ners, and business elites agreed that the clearance of slums was neces-
sary for promoting growth and economic development, there was some
disagreement over how slum clearance should proceed and who should
control the implementation (Gore 1973). 

The entry of the reform government and the business-led reorgani-
zation of the City Plan Committee established the political conditions
for the creation of the Housing Authority of Kansas City (HAKC) in
July 1941, an agency with the legal power to acquire and clear slum
areas. During the Pendergast era, City Manager H.F. McElroy delib-
erately excluded Kansas City from taking part in state and federal
statutes that gave authority to local municipalities to create housing
authorities because “I am opposed to slum clearance in the � rst place
because we have no slums” (Webster 1949, pp. 29–30; Kansas City Star.
3/13/46). In contrast, city reformers and planners in the 1940s envi-
sioned using federal funds to create an agency with legal powers to
redevelop deteriorating areas. As early as January 1940, Cookingham
and business elites from the Downtown Committee were discussing the
feasibility of establishing an agency to condemn property and clear
slums. Established in late 1939, the Downtown Committee represented
a growth coalition of about one hundred real estate elites and down-
town business � rms including the Building Owners and Managers
Association, the Chamber of Commerce, and the Merchants Association,
among others. Throughout the � rst six months of 1940, the Committee
worked with the staV of the City Plan Commission to draw up the legal
amendments for state enabling legislation to create a housing authority
(Gore 1973, pp. 28–31). In June 1940, the Committee voted to sup-
port the introduction of a bill in the Missouri state legislature that would
permit the city to participate in the federal slum clearance program,
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established through the Housing Act of 1937 (Kansas City Times. 6/8/40,
p. 8). Through the lobbying eVorts of Cookingham and the Downtown
Committee, the state government passed legislation in 1941 authorizing
Kansas City to establish a housing authority with the power to acquire
land and construct segregated low-income housing projects.6

Less than a year after its creation, the HAKC was forced to suspend
its nascent plans and operations due to national mobilization for the
Second World War. The HAKC resumed its activities in March 1946
amid much protest from Missouri state legislators and real estate elites
who opposed government intervention in the local housing market
(Webster 1949, pp. 29–30). Because of legislative resistance and busi-
ness opposition, the Missouri state legislature failed to amend the enabling
act for slum clearance in 1949. By this time a concerted political con� ict
between Cookingham and the Downtown Committee had arisen over
who should control the implementation, site selection, and pace of slum
clearance (Anderson 1957; Gore 1973). While the Downtown Committee
supported the idea of slum clearance, using the legal power of local
government to acquire and clear land (i.e., eminent domain), members
were � rm that they should carry out redevelopment and construction
privately, rather than by a public housing authority. In contrast,
Cookingham was adamant that a city agency under his oversight and
control should implement and control slum clearance and redevelop-
ment. Moreover, while Cookingham supported the construction of pub-
lic housing for those displaced by slum clearance, the Downtown
Committee bitterly opposed to any state-run eVort to build public hous-
ing for low-income residents (Kansas City Realtor 5/25/44. “Public Housing”;
12/7/44. “Postwar Housing”). Thus, although Cookingham and the
City Plan Commission took tentative steps in the 1940s to establish a
permanent housing authority to clear slum neighborhoods, these eVorts
led nowhere because of the opposition from the Downtown Committee.
Allegiance to private sector sovereignty over slum clearance was un� inching
as the Committee was reluctant to invest power in a public agency such
as a housing authority to combat slum conditions and build low-income
housing (Gore 1973, pp. 26–38).

By the early 1950s, the legality of government acquisition of private
land for public purpose (eminent domain) had survived challenge in the
Missouri courts and a public relations campaign launched by the
Downtown Committee was working to popularize the supposed merits
of organizing public-private partnerships to clear slums (Brown and
Dorsett 1978, pp. 239–245; Anderson, J. 1957, pp. 35–64). In 1953, the
state of Missouri created the Land Clearance for Redevelopment Authority
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(LCRA) for planning and administering local urban renewal activities
including slum clearance of blighted neighborhoods according to the
Housing Acts of 1949 and 1954. While the preamble to the Housing
Act of 1949 called for a “decent home and suitable living environment”
as the oYcial goal of federal policy, the Downtown Committee looked
to the Act as a policy mechanism for eliminating blighted land-uses sur-
rounding the CBD and using federal subsidies to engineer downtown
growth. The purpose of the LCRA was to select a site, declare it
“blighted,” use the power of eminent domain to buy the land, and then
clear it for reuse to attract private developers by pricing the land below
its market value (Civic Research Institute 1963; City Development De-
partment 1967). The LCRA’s acquisition and redevelopment of blighted
property was based on the expectation that physically clearing deterio-
rating areas and providing public subsidies for private redevelopment
could reverse urban obsolescence (City Development Department 1969,
pp. 20–22). In theory, the LCRA would transfer the acquired property
to new owners who would redevelop the land for private uses that were
in the public interest. In essence, the legal powers of government pro-
perty acquisition and condemnation were united with the development
resources of the private sector to transform existing land-uses and cre-
ate and subsidize the local redevelopment industry. 

Unlike the HAKC, the city government established the LCRA as a
separate legal entity not directly responsible to Cookingham but to its
own board composed of leaders of the business community (Land
Clearance for Redevelopment Authority 1969). With the creation of the
LCRA the HAKC underwent an organizational transformation as its
administrative staV was consolidated into the LCRA and city council
redesigned the housing authority to administer the public housing pro-
gram (Gore 1973, p. 35). Following the aims of the federal urban renewal
legislation, the LCRA was to direct federal money to local urban renewal
projects to aid in downtown revitalization and redevelopment. From the
beginning there were competing interpretations of what urban renewal
and slum clearance should be doing for the city, including the actual
purpose of the program (e.g., neighborhood rehabilitation, slum clear-
ance, public-subsidization of private growth) and who should control
the local implementation of the program. While Cookingham had sup-
ported the creation of a government clearance authority under his 
control, he gave in to business interests who demanded that an extra-
government agency, under the leadership and control of Downtown
Committee, carry out the formulation and implementation of urban
renewal and slum clearance (Bohanon 1971, pp. 63–4). These cumula-
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tive actions eVectively insulated the LCRA from city hall and public
scrutiny while establishing the mechanisms for the growth coalition to
exercise political power over urban renewal. The con� ict between
Cookingham and the Downtown Committee over the control of slum
clearance was a political struggle over the leadership and control of the
growth agenda, with the Downtown Committee gaining the upper hand. 

In sum, by the early 1950s, the Kansas City, Missouri city govern-
ment now possessed a series of new powerful land use-actors for trans-
lating the growth agenda into action. The City Plan Commission was
to analyze and plan for future growth and development while the LCRA
was to designate “blighted” areas, take the land by eminent domain,
clear it, and sell it to private developers (City Plan Commission 1956;
Cookingham 1954; 1956; 1957; 1958). The reorganized HAKC was to
administer the public housing program, including building and manag-
ing low-income and elderly housing projects. The federal government
supplied two-thirds of the $80 million to � nance Kansas City’s urban
renewal activities from 1953 through the end of the 1960s. However,
while the federal government provided the bulk of the funding, impor-
tant decisions about site selection and size, and project cost and dura-
tion were left to LCRA oYcials working with the Downtown Committee,
renamed the Downtown Redevelopment Corporation (DRC) in 1952
(Bohanon 1971; Land Clearance for Redevelopment Authority 1969).
Federal oYcials played a decidedly subordinate role, leaving key deci-
sion making to the LCRA while supplying vast � nancial resources for
urban redevelopment.7 The signi� cance of urban renewal legislation was
that it provided the federal � nancing and subsidies as well as estab-
lished the formal mechanisms that enhanced the control of downtown
business elites over the direction of urban redevelopment and growth
policy. 

The narrative variant of path dependency organizes events into tem-
poral and explanatory sequences by not only identifying decisions and
conditions that constrained future options but by exploring alternative
paths that were not taken. The early decision by city manager McElroy
not to have Kansas City participate in the nascent public housing pro-
gram established a path dependent sequence of events that constrained
future options, choices, and decision-making. In many cities, public hous-
ing provided a partial answer to the problem of freeing inner city land
for private development. The Housing Act of 1937 empowered local
communities to create local housing authorities with the legal power of
eminent domain to acquire privately-owned land for slum clearance and
rehousing (McDonnell, 1957; Bauman, 1987, pp. 40–42). By the mid-
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1940s, a number of cities and states had passed legislation to enable
local governments to designate, acquire, and clear “slum” areas and sell
the land to private developers. Yet slum clearance proved an elusive
growth strategy in Kansas City, Missouri until the early 1950s with the
passage of the Housing Acts of 1949 and 1954. Once the slum clear-
ance was chosen as the preferred growth strategy, the decision fore-
closed future options and locked the local redevelopment industry into
a trajectory that had a profound and enduring eVect on the socio-
spatial transformation of the CBD and everyday life for residents living
in the city. 

Downtown Revitalization and the Consolidation of the Growth Coalition

The empirical and theoretical literature on growth coalitions and
growth policy points to the division of growth-promoting activities among
diVerent levels of government, and the organization and functions of
city agencies as critical sites that aVect the rate and direction of growth
(for an overview see Logan, et al 1997). Fleischmann and Feagin (1988,
pp. 211–12) maintain that while each level of government has its own
administrative organization and electoral base, the “programmatic and
� nancial links between them can have signi� cant eVects on the devel-
opment strategies employed by progrowth coalitions.” According to
Friedland, Piven, and Alford (1977, p. 459), “policies which aVect the
rate and direction of urban economic growth are more likely to be
decided at a metropolitan-wide, regional, or national level” than the
local level. In contrast Fainstein and Fainstein (1983, pp. 248–50) argued
that while the level federal funding and the structure of funding are
“necessary to create the setting” for engineering growth, it is local gov-
ernment that actively promotes redevelopment and selects against some
growth strategies rather than others. Lauria (1999) has recently described
a series of mechanisms that account for transformations in growth strate-
gies and policy including, among others, local institutional arrangements,
divisions within the growth coalition, and changes in federal funding
and business subsidies. 

In the case of urban renewal and growth politics in Kansas City, the
creation of the LCRA was critical for establishing the institutional,
� nancial, and legal base for promoting growth through slum clearance.
The council manger system of local government and the legal precept
of eminent domain were the mechanisms that uni� ed the growth coali-
tion around the issue of slum clearance, legitimating private control of
public resources, and providing the “up-links” (Molotch 1999) connect-
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ing the local growth coalition with the state and federal governments
to fund urban renewal and enact favorable state-level regulations. The
fact that the LCRA had virtually no public accountability and was com-
posed of members drawn from the local business community eVectively
reduced the probability that major redevelopment decisions and land-
use changes would become a matter of public dispute. Unlike Chicago
and other cities (Bennett, et al. 1988), Kansas City’s initial postwar
urban renewal projects were not � tful nor were they locally divisive. In
the early years, there was much grassroots support for slum clearance
and urban renewal from groups such as “Residents for Renewal” and
the “Men of Action,” as well as from the Greater Kansas City Urban
League and the African American newspaper, the Kansas City Call.8 The
two mainstream newspapers, the Kansas City Times and Kansas City Star
gave supportive accolades, report-after-report and editorial-after-editor-
ial triumphing the resurgence of the downtown and the “business war
on the slums” during the 1950s and 1960s.9

By the late 1950s, Kansas City’s downtown was bustling with the
signs of revitalization and growth. The roar of bulldozers and the clamor
of wrecking balls echoed throughout the central business district as local
oYcials and real estate elites championed the virtues of the business
movement to save the downtown. From 1953 through 1969, the LCRA
launched eighteen urban renewal projects, most of which were designed
to clear neighborhoods on the north, east, and south sides of the down-
town and convert these residential areas into industrial and commercial
land-use (Land Clearance for Redevelopment Authority 1954; 1969).
During this time, urban renewal aVected over 5100 acres of land and
uprooted thousands of residents living in the downtown core. According
to the LCRA’s own � gures, the agency displaced more than 4400 peo-
ple through urban renewal, 1783 African Americans and 1960 whites.
Of those urban renewal projects reporting data on numbers of displaced
African Americans and whites, 48 percent of those displaced were African
Americans while whites made up 52 percent of displacees. LCRA data
also show that the agency displaced 755 businesses including laundries,
repair shops, groceries, garages, ice yards, bakeries, junk shops, and
other small businesses.10 In 1966, the LCRA converted all ongoing urban
renewal projects into the Neighborhood Development Program (NDP),
a comprehensive program of neighborhood redevelopment where plan-
ning and budgetary priority was shifted away from � nancing and clear-
ing individual parcels of land toward redevelopment of entire areas of
the city (City Development Department. September 1969b).

In Kansas City, the convergence of federally subsidized urban renewal
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and comprehensive revitalization reshaped business-government relations
in the post-World War II era. Through the LCRA, the pro-growth
coalition worked to establish and legitimize a public-private partnership
of business elites and redevelopment oYcials dedicated to carrying out
a growth strategy of slum clearance and downtown redevelopment, a
pattern of business in� uence and dominance over public policy repli-
cated in Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston, Atlanta, San Francisco, among
other cities.11 Al Harmon, Executive Director of the LCRA from 1954
to 1974, and James Kemper, President of the Downtown Committee
from 1940 through 1960s, were two of the most important leaders of
the growth coalition. Both pressed hard for state and federal resources
to fund urban renewal, and to coordinate slum clearance activities with
large-scale expressway building. The Downtown Committee in opera-
tion since 1940, established the base from which downtown business
interests formed the Downtown Redevelopment Corporation in 1952
(Cookingham 1954; City Plan Commission 1956; Kansas City Star. 2/22/53.
“Tells of City Pattern”; 7/3/55. “Slum War is On,” p. 7E). The mem-
bership of the DRC included 50 members composed of executives in
the real estate, banking, retailing, and the hotel and entertainment indus-
tries. Other groups aYliated with the DRC included the Building Owners
and Managers Association, the Citizens Regional Planning Council, the
Hotel Association, the Core Development Corporation of the Chamber
of Commerce, the Westside Redevelopment Corporation, and the
Merchants Association. The business-run DRC worked closely with
LCRA in the planning of speci� c urban renewal projects, feasibility
studies, and economic analysis. These planning and redevelopment eVorts
were designed bolster downtown property values, including the con-
struction of better shopping facilities, and more oYce and parking space
in the downtown area.

The Demise of the Pro-Growth Coalition

By the end of the 1960s, growth politics in Kansas City, Missouri,
involved new actors, agencies, and strategies not present during the � rst
two decades years following the Second World War. Several factors
stimulated the demise of the pro-growth coalition and established the
conditions for the emergence of a new, loosely organized, coalition. The
� rst was the spatial transformation of the metropolitan area. In 1970,
over a half million city residents lived in 316 square miles sprawling
more than three counties. Two decades earlier in 1950, approximately
457,000 residents lived in only 81 acres. Obviously, urban renewal had
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not halted the exodus of people from the urban core as city leaders
had hoped during the 1940s and 1950s. What population growth that
had taken place had occurred in the suburban areas beyond the bound-
aries of the city. Despite the clearance of people and buildings during
the 1950s and 1960s, the establishment of a new convention center
(Bartle Hall), and the creation of a system of expressways converging
on the CBD, by 1970 Kansas City had clearly become a city where
the downtown carried little meaning for most of the metropolitan area’s
residents. 

A second major factor was the rise of African American electoral
power and the erosion of white dominance over the city’s political insti-
tutions. The African American population in the city increased from
55,682 in 1950, to 83,130 in 1960, to 112,120 by 1970, a 49.3 per-
cent increase during the 1950s and a 74.1 percent increase during the
1960s. During this time, the percentage of African American residents
almost doubled, going from 12 percent in 1950 to more than 22 per-
cent by 1970. Census data also show that from 1950 to 1970, more
than 92,000 white residents left the city limits of Kansas City Missouri,
equal to more than one-fourth of city’s white population. School enroll-
ment � gures also showed the dramatic eVects of white � ight as the per-
centage of African American students reached a majority (50.2 percent)
in the Kansas City, Missouri School District (KSMSD) during the
1969–1970 school year. 

Accompanying these dramatic racial population shifts was the emer-
gence of a loosely based protest movement of civil rights organizations
committed to ending racial discrimination and increasing African American
electoral strength and political power on the local level. During the
early 1950s, the local branch of the NAACP and the Community
Committee for Social Action (CCSA) began widespread picketing of
downtown merchants and amusement parks to protest discriminatory
public accommodations policies.12 In May 1962, seven grassroots lead-
ers formed Freedom, Inc., the city’s � rst African American political
organization. Through the eVorts of Freedom, Inc., Bruce Watkins and
Earl Thomas were elected to the city council in March 1963, becom-
ing the � rst African American members of the Kansas City, Missouri
City Council (Piliawsky 1991). Other notable victories by local African
American politicians in elections for the city council, school board, and
state government during the 1960s ended the political dominance that
the white-run Citizens Committee had held over city government since
1940 (Piliawsky 1991). 

A third major factor was a series of structural changes in the local
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economy. One major structural change was a decline in number of
businesses operating in the city limits from 1967 to 1977. During this
time, there was a drop from more than 20,000 businesses in the city
to nearly 16,000, a 22 percent decline. Employment trends in the CBD
told a similar story: from 1963 to 1976, total employment in CBD
dropped 19 percent, from 61,144 in 1963 to 49,585 by 1976.13 There
were other serious indicators of economic ill health. Capital expendi-
tures in the city fell between 1967 and 1972 by 10 percent while leap-
ing in the suburbs by nearly 75 percent. Retail sales in the city grew
only about 40 percent in the same period, while the increase for the
metropolitan area was 86 percent (Kansas City Star. 8/14/77. “City Faces
Shrinking Share of Business,” p. A1). Another major structural change
was the shift from a manufacturing economy to a service sector econ-
omy. According to data collected by the Missouri Division of Employment,
in 1980 service sector jobs began to outnumber manufacturing jobs in
the metropolitan area. However, it was not until 1983 that service sec-
tor jobs provide more income for area residents. That year 20.8 per-
cent of all income earned by workers in the metropolitan area came
from service sector jobs, eclipsing manufacturing income by 20.5, accord-
ing to data gathered by the Bureau of Economic Analysis (Kansas City
Times. 12/5/88. “KC’s Economy,” p. A1). 

A fourth major factor that explains the demise of the growth coa-
lition was the rise of a powerful coalition of neighborhood activists 
dedicated to halting the clearance of people and the destruction of neigh-
borhoods through urban renewal. By the late 1960s, neighborhood
groups and civil rights organizations in Kansas City had banded together
to mount protests against the destabilizing eVects of urban renewal and
segregative relocation activities, a process duplicated in many cities in-
cluding Boston, San Francisco, New Haven, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia,
among others (Mollenkopf 1978; Hartman and Kessler 1978). During
the late 1960s through the 1970s, the Missouri Commission on Human
Relations, the City’s Temporary Advisory Commission on Housing
(TACH), the City’s Model Cities agency, and the Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD) cited the LCRA for numerous and
repeated violations of federal regulations and civil rights statutes in its
relocation program.14 Based on a series of investigations, in June 1973,
HUD found that the LCRA was violating the 1964 and 1968 Civil
Rights Acts for engaging in discriminatory relocation activities.15 Because
of the LCRA’s discriminatory activities, HUD threatened to refuse to
the fund the city’s 1974 Neighborhood Development Program (NDP)
for all urban renewal activities unless the city assumed responsibility for
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all relocation services.16 Later that month, HUD, the LCRA, and the
city entered into a cooperative agreement by which the City assumed
responsibility for urban renewal relocation through the newly formed
Central Relocation Agency (CRA).17

By the middle 1970s the focus of city redevelopment policy had
shifted, as did federal policy, away from the large-scale slum-clearance
characteristic of urban renewal (von HoVman 2000; Teaford 2000; Weiss
1980; Mollenkopf 1978; Kleniewski 1984). Intellectual attacks against
the program from liberal social scientists such as Jane Jacobs (1961) and
Herbert Gans (1962), and conservatives such as Martin Anderson (1964),
combined with grassroots opposition in many cities created the politi-
cal context in which a federally-subsidized local growth strategy of slum
clearance was no longer possible. In 1974, the federal government
eVectively ended the urban renewal program replacing it with the new
Community Development Block Grant Program (CDBG) and later the
Urban Development Action Grant Program (UDAG) in 1978. In Kansas
City, many of those who established the growth agenda during the early
1950s had exited the scene by the late 1960s. By the early 1980s, a
new group of business elites had emerged to form a new and rather
loose coalition. The emerging leaders came from a broader occupa-
tional background, comprising the heads of such diverse industries as
Hallmark Cards, United Telecommunications/U.S. Sprint, H & R Block,
Yellow Freight, and Marion Laboratories (Thomas 1990). While the
major focus of the new growth coalition was on commercial and oYce
space in the CBD, the new actors embraced new strategies for pro-
moting downtown growth, including the use of the CDBG program,
generous tax abatements, tax increment � nancing (TIF ), industrial rev-
enue bonds, and use of nonpro� t organizations. Today, these various
strategies remain central to the city’s growth agenda to promote eco-
nomic diversi� cation, advance the interests of locally-based headquarter
� rms, and to court large transnational corporations (TNCs) to enhance
the city’s competitive advantage in the global hierarchy of places.

Conclusion

In their assessment of two decades of research on growth politics,
Logan, Whaley, and Crowder (1997, p. 609) lament the lack of em-
pirical studies that document the sources of historical variation in 
strength and capacity of growth coalitions. The � ndings of this historical
case study suggest that the strength and capacity of a local growth 
coalition, including its agenda-setting power and veto in� uence over 
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the redevelopment process, is contingent upon historical variation in the 
institutional arrangement of local redevelopment and planning eVorts,
and programmatic and � nancial links between national and local gov-
ernments. In New York, Boston, and San Francisco, urban planning
and redevelopment were centrally controlled, designed, and implemented
under the close guidance of Robert Moses, Edward Loge, and Justin
Herman, respectively (Caro 1975, pp. 707, 1005–25; McQuade 1966,
pp. 259–77; Hartman 1974, pp. 48–51). In Kansas City, however, urban
planning and redevelopment were institutionally fragmented and uncon-
nected. The business-controlled LCRA controlled the formulation and
implementation of urban renewal while urban planning activities were
programmatically uncoordinated and bureaucratically divided among the
City Plan Commission, the HAKC, City Development Department, and
the Neighborhood Development Department, among other bureaucra-
cies (City Plan Commission 1944; 1948; Cookingham 1957; 1958). 

As this study suggests, local institutional arrangements are critical for
understanding the power and in� uence of growth coalitions because
local state structures represent the sites at which planning and redevel-
opment are implemented and political con� icts are mediated. Under
certain historical conditions, state agencies can provide the institutional
mechanisms for growth coalitions to exercise political control over the
design and implementation of growth policy. The council-manager form
of city government combined with a fragmented planning and redevel-
opment apparatus rendered city agencies relatively autonomous from
popularly elected oYcials, relatively unaccountable to the urban public
at large, and susceptible to the outside power and in� uence of the
Downtown Committee. Extra-local conditions and macrostructural fac-
tors are important in providing the “context” and establishing political
and economic conditions for the success and implementation of some
growth strategies rather than others (Smith and Feagin 1988). Yet
macrostructures of the state and economy are not determinant. Local
politics matters in determining the strength and mode of growth machine
dynamics (Molotch 1993, p. 29).

The increasing popularity of narrative analysis in historical sociology
and related sub-� elds represents the latest attempt to developed theo-
retically informed and historically grounded explanations that are sen-
sitive to sequence, contingency, and temporality (see Gotham and Staples
1996 for an overview; Abbott 1991; 1995; GriYn 1995; Isaac 1997;
Tilly 1981; 1985; Isaac and GriYn 1989; Stryker 1996; Somers 1996).
A narrative analysis of growth politics and redevelopment oVers several
advantages over omnitemporal and variable-based analyses. First, by empha-
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sizing the interconnectedness of human agency and social structure, 
narrative can capture people as they experience their everyday cir-
cumstances, thereby allowing the analyst to uncover and understand the
motives and decisions of key actors and networks of actors surround-
ing the formulation and implementation of growth policy. Second, nar-
rative enables the researcher not only to grasp how growth strategies
and policies constrain or empower social action at any point in time,
but it provides a powerful heuristic to identify and represent crucial
actions, sequences of events, and groups and institutions as they emerge
and change through time (GriYn 1993; Somers 1996; Abbott 1992;
Aminzade 1992). Third, narrative helps contextualize or ground the
analysis of growth politics in historical and local context, enabling the
analyst to construct temporally delimited causal inferences and gener-
alizations about growth strategies and redevelopment policy. Fourth, the
narrative concepts of path dependency and policy feedback illuminate
how past actions and policies can shape subsequent policy choices,
enabling some actions while constraining others, and transform politi-
cal structures and institutional capacities (Haydu 1998; Aminzade 1992).
The narrative analysis developed in this paper points to how contin-
gent events and changes in the institutional structure of urban planning
and redevelopment can have profound consequences for the agenda-
setting power of a growth coalition, the success or failure of growth
coalitions in translating their agenda into public policy, and the pro-
grammatic orientation of local growth policy. 

One major advantage of the growth machine heuristic is that it pro-
vides a powerful means of linking local processes and external forces.
Harvey Molotch (1999) has recently called for more agency-centered
research that “elaborates the mode of up-linkage” (p. 254) for under-
standing the connection between production of local space and large-
scale structures. Most scholarly eVorts to understand the political economy
of postwar urban redevelopment have embraced a top-down perspec-
tive, typically viewing urban renewal as “housing” program that origi-
nated with the “federal” government. Yet a number of critical scholars
including Kleniewski (1984), Sanders (1980), and Hays (1985), among
others, contend that urban renewal was never a single, national pro-
gram that usurped the private sector, as Anderson (1964) and other
researchers contended during the 1960s and 1970s.18 Hirsch (1983; 1993)
and Weiss (1980) have shown how urban renewal programs were largely
initiated and carried out by local business and real estate oriented groups
with the assistance of federal subsidies and local government. As this
paper has pointed out, downtown real estate and other business elites
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not only helped the frame the laws under which renewal proceeded,
but they controlled the character, location, and pace of redevelopment
eVorts. Rather than a “federal bulldozer”(Anderson 1964) or a “hous-
ing” program imposed on cities by the federal government, urban renewal
provided generous subsidies to the local authorities to facilitate privately-
led downtown revitalization. As locally run and implemented, urban
renewal re� ected the prerogatives and interests of local business elites
who used the program to implement their growth strategy of slum clear-
ance. By beginning with local details and building up (Molotch 1999,
p. 255), we can see how changing growth agendas and coalitions can
arise not only in reaction to changes in federal policy and funding and
macro-level socioeconomic changes, but also on the basis of past growth
strategies, growth policies, and redevelopment eVorts on the local level.

Notes

1. The 1949 and 1954 Housing Acts provided federal funds for local redevelopment
authorities to designate “blighted” areas, acquire and clear land, and then sell the land
to private developers or local housing authorities for public housing. Title I of the
Housing Act of 1949 provided federal subsidies for property acquisition and clearance
while requiring one-to-two thirds of the site preparation be � nanced by the federal and
local government. The Housing Act of 1954 changed the name of the program from
“urban redevelopment” to “urban renewal” and required each city to submit a Workable
Program detailing its plan of clearance, demolition, and redevelopment. The 1954 Act
intended projects to be “predominantly residential” but in later years this requirement
was waived altogether for projects that would bene� t universities, hospitals, business parks,
and industrially depressed districts (Barnekov, Boyle, and Rich 1989, pp. 38–9; Gelfand,
1975, pp. 151–6, 275–6; Hays 1985, chapter 5; Kleniewski 1984; Weiss 1980; Wilson 1966).

2. In recent years, scholars have championed narrative as a valid mode of causal
explanation that takes into account sequentiality, temporality, and contingency (Abrams
1982; Abbott 1990; 1992; Aminzade 1992; GriYn 1992; 1993; Gotham and Staples
1996; Haydu 1998; Quadagno and Knapp 1992; Sewell 1996; Somers 1998; Stryker
1996). Narrative refers broadly to action-oriented approaches to socio-historical inquiry
that assume that social reality happens in sequences of events that both constrain and
enable social action (GriYn 1993, p. 1097; Isaac 1997, p. 9). Despite their diVerent
empirical applications, Abbott’s (1992) notion of “narrative posivitism,” Aminzade’s (1992)
“analytic narrative,” Stryker’s (1996) “strategic narrative,” Sewell’s (1996) “eventful nar-
rative,” and Somers’ (1998) “causal narrativity,” denote a form of explanation based on
“contextual causality” (Abrams 1982, p. 314) where the emphasis on conjuncture and
contingency takes precedence over universality and predictive law in fashioning histori-
cally intelligible explanations (Abbott 1990; 1992; Somers 1998, p. 81). While scholars
recognize that narrative can be a useful tool for constructing causality (see Mahoney
1999 for an overview), there have been few empirical examples of narrative appraisal
in sociological research (see Gotham and Staples 1996 for an exception). 

3. Mann 1935; Chamber of Commerce 1938; Dorsett 1975; Conrad H. Mann. “The
10–Year Plan.” Address before the Kansas City Real Estate Board. 5/15/31. Kansas City
Realtor 5/13/31, p. 1; 5/15/31. 

4. Brown and Dorsett 1978; Perry, J.W., Ralph DeMotte, and R.E. McDonnell.
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