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Stephen  McGovern's  The  Politics  of  Down‐
town Development is an insightful examination of
the relationship between political culture and ur‐
ban development. By analyzing how urban politi‐
cal  cultures  respond  to  development  proposals,
McGovern suggests that community activists who
successfully bridge class and cultural differences
can alter a city's political culture. In doing so, Mc‐
Govern  demonstrates  how  community  groups,
through collective action, can reshape downtown
development by redefining the political context in
which development decisions are made. McGov‐
ern's  story is  not just  a story of elected officials
and business leaders using their power to create
new urban spaces, but instead is a clear-sighted
discussion of how community action molds public
political debate. This marks an important step in
furthering our understanding of how community
politics shape urban development. 

Educated at Cornell University, (now a profes‐
sor at Salem State College) McGovern is a political
scientist  by training.  His  study,  however,  moves
away from "Cornell's traditional focus on the in‐
stitutions of government," and instead, focuses on

the  link  between  culture  and  politics  and  how
shifts in cultural values can alter the context for
political  decisions.  (p.  xii)  "The principal goal of
this book," he posits, "is to elucidate how the local
political culture matters in shaping the politics of
downtown development."  (p.  15)  For  McGovern,
the battle over downtown development is not just
a  political  one,  where  neighborhood  organiza‐
tions  directly  challenge  business  development.
What takes place in the pages of The Politics of
Downtown  Development is  an  examination  of
how community activism transforms the political
context  of  the  corporate  development  debate
which,  in  some cases,  produces  more  favorable
results  to  the  community  at-large.  McGovern
frames his analysis around a different set of ques‐
tions.  His  questions  are  based on how shifts  in
culture  and  values  transform  the  politics,  and
challenge the vast  majority  of  studies  exploring
similar issues. 

Many  studies  of  neighborhoods  actively  in‐
volved  in  urban  development  position  one  side
(citizen groups and activists) against another (gov‐
ernment  and  development).  McGovern  suggests



that "the 'local cultural settings' that characterize
most American cities mold popular perceptions of
self-interest  and  the  public  interest  regarding
downtown development such that only a narrow
range of public policies are seen as legitimate, and
this has important ramifications for political  ac‐
tivities." (p.15) By emphasizing the notion of polit‐
ical  culture,  McGovern  develops  a  new  frame‐
work,  which challenges the good versus evil  di‐
chotomy,  and  explores  political  decision  in  the
context of cultural change. He writes, "that people
who engage in various forms of political activity
inevitably have an impact on the ideas, values, be‐
liefs, and practices that constitute the local politi‐
cal  culture and that those cultural  impacts then
have important  ramifications  for  the  content  of
public policy." (p. xi) 

In order to develop this line of reasoning, Mc‐
Govern "builds on [Antonio] Gramsci's theory of
cultural  hegemony  and  counterhegemony  in
positing a more dynamic explanation of political
change,  one that takes account of both material
and postmaterial concerns." (p. 58) The politics of
hegemony  and/or  counterhegemonic  activism
within urban spaces  is  a  fundamental  indicator
for  understanding how power operates  and the
cityscape is reshaped. Political decisions are made
within a political culture that is always in flux, de‐
spite  the  potential  for  stability  of  city  officials.
Likewise, political culture does not always change
when new officials  are elected into office.  What
McGovern expresses in his book is that political
leaders  are  just  part  of  a  larger  political  infra‐
structure  based  on  community  activism  and
neighborhood associations. While that might not
seem like a bold step, I think the way he uses this
notion of political culture to examine shifts within
a city's value structure is an important step for‐
ward. 

The Politics of Downtown Development is di‐
vided into four sections, an introduction, sections
on San Francisco and Washington, D.C., and a con‐
clusion. In the introduction, McGovern discusses

the book's  methodology,  which is  built  upon an
impressive body of literature and based on an in‐
formative discussion on Gramsci's theory of hege‐
mony. McGovern's thesis concerning how political
culture shifts and affects downtown development
is also presented in this section. He argues that in
order  "to  overcome  the  cultural  hegemony  of
downtown  elites,  a  grassroots  movement  must
satisfy two conditions. First, there must be a co‐
herent  oppositional  vision  of  politics  -  one  that
both resonates with the actual experiences of dis‐
gruntled  groups  and  subverts  the  hegemonic
world  view that  legitimizes  the  status  quo.  Sec‐
ond, there must be a congruence between that vi‐
sion and the discourse and conduct of the chal‐
lenging movement." (p. 39) 

In the next two sections of the book, McGov‐
ern  explores  how  either  counterhegemonic  ac‐
tivists overcame the cultural hegemony of down‐
town elites,  by changing the urban political cul‐
ture, or attempts to challenge the political clout of
downtown elites failed to gain wide spread sup‐
port among local citizens. 

McGovern tests his theory against urban de‐
velopment in Washington, D.C. and San Francisco
during the 1970s and 1980s. These cities, McGov‐
ern argues, "were both hotbeds of neighborhood
activism...[and]  had  cause  to  feel  aggrieved  be‐
cause of downtown growth." (p. 42). In San Fran‐
cisco, high rise development and increased gentri‐
fication of low income neighborhoods created the
conditions  for  neighborhood  activism.  Whereas,
in Washington,  D.C.,  the proposal for new office
buildings  to  be  located  in  the  heart  of  the  city
caused local citizens to voice their opposition. The
main function of The Politics of Downtown Devel‐
opment is to explore why these two cities, facing
the same type of corporate development, had two
widely disparate political experiences. 

The section on San Francisco fits neatly into
McGovern's  counterhegemonic  model  and  sup‐
ports his position that changes within the local po‐
litical culture affect  changes within the political
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institutions. San Francisco demonstrated that "the
central  features  of  this  alternative  political  cul‐
ture  would  be  a  vigorous  and expansive  public
sphere characterized by widespread popular en‐
gagement  in  the  political  process."  (p.  11)  Con‐
versely, Washington's failure to alter the course of
downtown development was due, in large part, to
community groups' inability to bridge differences
and create  a  unified counterhegemonic  political
organization. 

Despite  the  advances  made  by  McGovern's
analysis, there are a number of shortcomings in
his  thesis.  Primarily,  McGovern sets  Washington
D.C. and San Francisco in such contrast that the
narrative tends to overplay the differences. Urban
politics is never as clear-cut as McGovern posits. I
think a more serious discussion of opposing voic‐
es within the counterhegemonic groups, especial‐
ly in the San Francisco case study, would have en‐
riched the analysis of political culture. 

Furthermore,  McGovern  does  not  fully  ex‐
plore  the  issue  of  race.  His  explanation  of  San
Francisco urban politics argues that counterhege‐
monic  groups  looked  beyond  race  in  order  to
form united opposition. This, in McGovern's opin‐
ion,  was  one  of  the  many positive  outcomes  of
counterhegemonic  organizing.  Conversely,  race
was one of many conditions that separated oppo‐
sition groups in Washington, D.C., and was a con‐
tributing factor in limiting the political impact of
neighborhood groups. Yet, McGovern does not ful‐
ly address why race in one situation did not mat‐
ter and why it did in another. I think that McGov‐
ern should have delved deeper into the question
of race, especially since many of the people he in‐
terviewed in Washington, D.C. used highly racial‐
ized language to describe the city's political cul‐
ture, suggesting that racial differences created po‐
litical barriers. Oftentimes, McGovern misses the
mark because he suggests race was not a compo‐
nent that defined an urban political culture. In the
Washington, D.C. example, he argues that the rea‐
son counterhegemonic groups could not find com‐

monality was based more on economic and cul‐
tural  factors  then on racial  differences.  While  I
disagree with this explanation, McGovern does, in
fact,  examine  race  as  a  possible  cause,  but  just
does not argue for its relevance. 

The Politics of Urban Development is a well-
written  and  extremely  informative  book.  Addi‐
tional  maps  detailing  the  specific  spaces  under
discussion would have enhanced this reader's un‐
derstanding of the urban landscape, but their ab‐
sence was not vitally important.  What is impor‐
tant, and most valuable to this reader, is the mod‐
el McGovern sets forth. The use of Gramsci's theo‐
ry of hegemony and how it relates to and shapes
urban political culture provides an engaging per‐
spective on urban politics. By moving away from
centers of urban power (i.e., big business and po‐
litical  institutions),  McGovern  provides  a  chal‐
lenging assessment of how cities are shaped and
who has the power to shape them. The story that
is often told is one of political leaders embracing
the  urban  vision  of  developers.  McGovern  sug‐
gests that power rests within the political culture
of a city, which embodies the collective vision of
all those involved. It is for this reason that I would
recommend this  book for  any one interested in
urban political and development issues. 

Copyright  (c)  1999  by  H-Net,  all  rights  re‐
served.  This  work may be copied for  non-profit
educational use if proper credit is given to the au‐
thor and the list. For other permission, please con‐
tact H-Net@h-net.msu.edu. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-urban 

Citation: David Kinkela. Review of McGovern, Stephen J. The Politics of Downtown Development:
Dynamic Political Cultures in San Francisco and Washington, D.C.. H-Urban, H-Net Reviews. October,
1999. 

URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=3516 

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No
Derivative Works 3.0 United States License. 

H-Net Reviews

4

https://networks.h-net.org/h-urban
https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=3516

