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“NOT LIBERAL, NOT A PARTY?” 
THE LIBERAL PARTY OF NEW 

YORK
by Daniel Soyer

New York voters know that the state has a multiparty system. If they are old enough, they might 
remember the Liberal Party, which played an important role in state politics between 1944 and 
2002.

And if they remember the Liberal Party, they probably recall 
its last years as a cynical patronage machine with few actual 
members, no internal life, and no principles to speak of. By 
the end, critics joked that just as the Holy Roman Empire was 
neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire, so the Liberal Party 
was neither liberal nor a party. Rather, it was a law firm with 
a ballot line.

But it wasn’t always that way. The Liberal Party arose out of 
New York’s labor movement, especially in the garment indus-
try, and commanded considerable support in New York City’s 
Jewish community. It could mobilize tens of thousands for 
election campaigns or rallies. Mainstays of the city’s peculiar social-democracy-in-one-city, the 
Liberals prided themselves in being a “year-round” party that didn’t go into hibernation between 
elections. Rather, they worked constantly to extend New Deal-style social welfare programs and 
defend civil rights. There was no doubt in its first several decades that the Liberal Party was both 
liberal and a party.

From the beginning, though, the Liberal Party 
sought to strike a balance between idealism and 
pragmatism. Like New York’s other small parties, 
it mainly exerted influence by offering or threat-
ening to withhold support from the Democrats or 

Republicans. As one party activist put it, the Liberals could not guarantee a Democrat that he 
would win in a statewide election if they supported him. But they could guarantee that he would 
lose if they didn’t. Conversely, in New York City, a Republican could only win a citywide election 
by outflanking the Democrat from the left with Liberal help. This strategy was successful, and 
the Liberal Party helped to elect presidents, governors, senators, and mayors. In return, winning 
candidates promised to support the party’s liberal priorities.

By the end, the Liberal Party 
was neither liberal nor a party.
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But the balance between pragmatism and idealism was precarious. Winning candidates also 
promised to appoint Liberals to government jobs. Alex Rose, the party vice chair and de facto 
leader, defended the Liberals’ patronage practices by arguing that a political party existed to 
put its people in positions of influence. Moreover, the Liberals had good, qualified people. 
What was wrong, Rose asked, with seeing that they had jobs in government? Still, this strategy 
meant that the Liberal Party wheeled and dealed with the most well-oiled of political machines. 
Some began to question whether there was much dif-
ference between the Liberal Party and its infamous 
rival, Tammany Hall.

By the end of the 1960s, the Liberal Party began to 
lose its social base, as the garment industry shrank, 
the unions disaffiliated, and the demographic make-up of New York City changed. At the same 
time, the party’s New Deal-style liberalism began to seem old fashioned and out of step. By the 
1980s, the party put much less emphasis on its program, and more emphasis on finding jobs 
for its people, fewer of whom seemed obviously idealistic or even qualified. By the turn of the 
millennium the party was a shadow of its former self. And in 2002, it lost its ballot line and went 
out of business.

The recent democratic socialist insurgency led by Bernie Sanders, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, 
and others within the Democratic Party shows that the issues of principle vs. pragmatism raised 
by the Liberal Party are not dead. The party’s history provides a cautionary tale for movements 
of all stripes that seek to influence American politics from the margins of the mainstream.

The Liberal Party wheeled and 
dealed with the most well-
oiled of political machines.
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1

 Introduction 
 Co-op City and the Story of  New York 

 Shortly after nightfall on July 13, 1977, New 
York City was plunged into darkness. The blackout is remembered by many 
New Yorkers as the city’s nadir. Looting and vandalism hit neighborhoods 
across the city, in poor areas like Morrisania in the Bronx, middle-class neigh-
borhoods like Flatbush in Brooklyn, and even the wealthy Upper East Side 
of  Manhattan.  1   One firefighter described the Grand Concourse in the West 
Bronx, where so many of  Co-op City’s original residents had come from, as 
a “battlefield.” In fifteen years on the force, he said that he had never before 
seen fires rage on both side of  the boulevard.  2   New York City’s electric utility 
Con Ed declared the blackout an “act of  God,” nothing more than a light-
ning strike at the wrong place at the wrong time. Mayor Abraham Beame 
nevertheless accused the utility of  “gross negligence” and spoke out against 
the violence and vandalism, decrying the fact that “we’ve been needlessly 
subjected to a night of  terror in many communities that have been wantonly 
looted and burned.”  3   

 In 1975, New York City had barely escaped bankruptcy. Now, less than two 
years later, the blackout appeared to reveal the anarchy and crime that lay just 
under the city’s thin veneer of  civility. The “orgy of  looting and pillage” that 
engulfed New York was, in the words of  one reporter, “a prophecy fulfilled.”  4 

The author James Goodman later summarized, “Back in the 1970s, New York 
had been in desperate straits, wracked by stagf lation, strikes, arson, drugs, 
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Figure 1. The Bronx. Created by Mike Bechtold.

graffiti, cynicism, a serial killer, stinking subways, white f light, high crime, 
fiscal crisis, and racial strife.”  5   The summer of  the blackout was also the sum-
mer that New Yorkers were terrorized by the “Son of  Sam” serial killer, a for-
mer Co-op City resident, who killed eight New Yorkers and wounded seven 
others before he was finally apprehended that August. Even good events had 
their dark side that year. During game two of  the World Series in Yankee 
Stadium, a helicopter shot of  the surrounding neighborhood revealed a fire 
burning out of  control in a nearby elementary school. “Ladies and Gentle-
men,” Howard Cosell announced, “the Bronx is burning.”  6   
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 In 1977, the Bronx may have been the premier literal and figurative sym-
bol of  urban decay. But there was an exception, and it was a huge one: Co-op 
City. When the power failed, Mayor Beame was actually in Co-op City, giving 
a speech in a synagogue as part of  his reelection campaign. Before he was 
hurried out by his aides, he joked that the blackout was not related to Co-op 
City’s failure to pay its electric bill.  7   This joke did not sting as it might have 
even a few weeks earlier. The very week of  the blackout, Co-op City and 
the State of  New York agreed to a final settlement to the largest rent strike 
in US history, which had lasted f rom June 1975 to July 1976. As part of  this 
settlement, the state agreed to cede operational control of  the development 
to Co-op City’s residents. 

 As the lights began to go out across the city, one area at a time, a group 
of  teenagers in Building 2 looked out as the nearby Boston Secor housing 
project went dark. They began to chant “Co-op, Co-op,” hoping that they 
too could enjoy the blackout. Two minutes later, their chants were answered 
as the entire cooperative lost power.  8   Volunteers worked under the guid-
ance of  Co-op City security to keep the cooperative safe, escorting returning 
residents home from the garages.  9   Elevator operators climbed the hundreds 
of  stairs to the roofs of  the tower buildings to manually move the eleva-
tors to allow trapped cooperators to escape.  10   Others, armed with candles 
and f lashlights, assisted residents in the lobbies, while still others comforted 
those stuck in elevators when the lights went off  or helped elderly and infirm 
neighbors. There was no looting and only three reports of  attempted rob-
bery (two of  which were foiled) in the entire community of  over fifty thou-
sand residents. Residents who did not want to trudge the many f lights to 
their apartments gathered in and around the lobbies on the warm summer 
night. Capri Pizza in Section One gave out f ree pizza and soda to neighbors 
who had helped retrieve their delivery truck.  11   Residents came downstairs 
with f lashlights and portable radios.  12   One former resident recalled sleeping 
outside on a mattress that his mother threw down from their twenty-second-
f loor apartment.  13   Kids played with glow-in-the-dark Frisbees. The entire 
affair had something of  a block party atmosphere.  14   Co-op City was one of  
the last places in the city to have full power restored, which did not happen 
until the following evening. However, by 10:15 on the first night, emergency 
power had been restored to the elevators and for other essential services.  15   

 The 1977 blackout was not the first time that Co-op City had appeared 
as an exception to the urban crisis that engulfed New York in the second 
half  of  the twentieth century. The development had, in fact, been con-
ceived of  for just this purpose. It was the largest and most ambitious 
development constructed by the United Housing Foundation (UHF), 
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a cooperative-housing developer that was responsible for over 5 percent 
of  the housing constructed in New York between 1945 and 1975.  16   Plan-
ning for Co-op City, comprising over fifteen thousand apartments, began 
in 1964, and city and state officials viewed it as an effort to keep middle-
class families f rom moving to the suburbs. However, the aims of  the UHF 
for the development were even loftier. The UHF marveled at the develop-
ment’s planned tower buildings: “Height . . . man’s ability to move up to 
clouds and outer space . . . is something new for our species! . . . The views 
of  our City, a wondrous and growing phenomenon, will enchant our future 
Tower residents.”  17   And most importantly, the UHF sought to use Co-op 
City and similar cooperatives to create “a better society.” In a 1971 publica-
tion designed to celebrate twenty years of  its existence, the UHF explained 
its aims: “Co-operative housing as a way of  life extends beyond buildings. 
It includes the development of  a cooperative community with shopping 
centers, pharmacies, optical dispensers, furniture stores, [and an] insurance 
company. The approach is best typified by the statement of  the purpose 
of  United Housing Foundation: ‘All that we do is directed towards utilizing 
the methods of  cooperation to enable people to enjoy a better life and to 
achieve a better society.’”  18   

 In its first years of  existence, Co-op City appeared poised to fulfill its 
promise. Even as it was decried by architects and urban planners as a set of  
“scattered towers [that] stand on wasteland, hemmed in by a hopelessly pol-
luted and commercialized ilet [ sic ] . . . a gross debasement of  the masses,” it 
nevertheless remained very popular with potential residents, who f locked to 
get on its waiting list as soon as it opened to the public in 1965.  19   As whites 
left the city in droves in these years, Co-op City was an exception: a neighbor-
hood to which middle-class, white New Yorkers wanted to move. Although 
Co-op City did not keep records of  the racial makeup of  the development, 
estimates and census records indicate that approximately 75 percent of  its 
initial population was white, the overwhelming majority of  whom were Jew-
ish. These figures nearly matched the racial dynamics of  New York City as 
a whole, where census figures indicate a city that in 1970 was 78 percent 
white.  20   At a time when racial turmoil may have roiled the rest of  New York, 
former residents of  all ethnic and racial backgrounds saw Co-op City as a 
relatively successful example of  integration. 

 Cost overruns plagued the development f rom the start, and as the extent 
of  Co-op City’s economic problems became more evident, as ref lected in a 
series of  increases to residents’ monthly carrying charges starting in 1970, 
Co-op City residents began to organize in opposition both to the UHF and to 
the state that held the development’s mortgage.  21   This organizing culminated 
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in the rent strike of  1975–76, which was led by a young, fiery, self-described 
Maoist named Charles Rosen. The strike, which commanded the support 
of  approximately 75 to 80 percent of  residents, overlapped with New York 
City’s own financial crisis. The city’s crisis ended with devastating cuts to 
city services, including fire stations, hospitals, and schools, which a wave of  
protests and strikes were largely powerless to stop. In contrast, Co-op City’s 
strikers achieved full resident control of  the sixty-thousand-person coopera-
tive. A conclusion to the strike, negotiated by Rosen and his allies, was rati-
fied by 74 percent of  households who voted in a referendum.  22   Once again, in 
July 1977, Co-op City appeared exceptional, and there was reason to believe, 
as many Co-op City residents did, that the development would continue to 
thrive, even as the rest of  the Bronx burned. 

 It was not to be. As Co-op City residents soon found, control of  Co-op 
City meant responsibility for Co-op City’s debt. Hundreds of  millions 
of  dollars needed to repair construction defects added to the nearly half-
billion-dollar mortgage. This was a bill that the middle-class residents of  the 
cooperative could ill afford. As debt continued to mount, residents found 
themselves paying yet higher monthly carrying charges. In part as a result 
of  Co-op’s financial instability, and in part owing to the racial dynamics that 
prompted white f light elsewhere in New York and around the United States, 
white families began to move out in increasing numbers in the late 1970s and 
1980s. By the mid-1980s, crime had begun to rise, and test scores in the devel-
opment’s schools had begun to fall. It may have taken an extra decade or 
two, but it appeared to many in Co-op City that New York’s urban problems 
had finally reached the Bronx’s northeastern corner. Meanwhile, New York’s 
1980s and 1990s renaissance, anchored in finance capital and the gentrifica-
tion of  the kinds of  neighborhoods Co-op City’s residents had left, passed 
Co-op City by. Co-op City was too remote f rom the city’s core, its coopera-
tive ownership structure did not offer the possibility of  a financial windfall, 
and its housing towers were scorned by gentrifiers longing for “character” 
and Old World charm. Co-op City, the largest and most lasting symbol of  
New York’s institutional commitment to assist its poor and middle class in 
the decades after World War II, existed uneasily in the regime that took over 
the city in the final decades of  the century. 

 In retrospect, Co-op City’s apparent crime wave of  the 1980s was more 
a ref lection of  anxieties about its racial transition than the actual—tangible 
but not huge—increase in crime, which began to decrease in the following 
decade as crime declined across New York. Furthermore, in part because of  
its own stabilizing finances, and in part as a response to the fear that Co-op 
City’s size and crusading residents inspired, New York State began in the late 
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1980s to pursue a less punitive approach toward Co-op City, investing money 
and pursuing policies that allowed carrying charges to stabilize. The neigh-
borhood is now a stable, middle-income pocket of  the city. For all the ways 
that Co-op City has changed markedly since its first occupants moved in, the 
median household income of  its residents has been near the median of  the 
city for its entire existence (see appendix, figure 27). The people who live 
there enjoy the privilege of  affordable housing in an increasingly unafford-
able city. The Co-op City of  today would be unrecognizable to the UHF that 
built it in the mid-1960s, but it nevertheless remains affordable for New York-
ers of  moderate means in a city with all too few places for them to call home. 

 The construction of  Co-op City was the apotheosis of  a vision of  afford-
able housing that stretched back to the teeming tenements of  the immigrant 
Lower East Side in the early years of  the twentieth century. Radical Jewish 
unionists at the ILGWU (International Ladies Garment Workers Union) and 
the ACWA (Amalgamated Clothing Workers of  America) were interested 
improving the lives of  workers beyond the factory f loor. Even before World 
War I, they saw cooperatives as a way to translate the collective action of  
workers to the consumer realm.  23   After the war, union interest in coopera-
tives grew, with Sidney Hillman, president of  the ACWA, proclaiming in 
1919 that consumer cooperatives “will bring a large measure of  democracy 
and human happiness into industry.”  24   At the same time, New York hous-
ing activists became interested in the European innovation of  “limited divi-
dend” (also known as “limited profit”) housing. In limited dividend housing 
arrangements, private developers agreed to limit their profit and the rent 
paid by residents to prescribed maximum levels, and in exchange were pro-
vided with either direct subsidies or state tax exemptions.  25   Housing activists 
such as Catherine Bauer brought this funding scheme to American shores, 
where it was first used in 1924 for Sunnyside Gardens in Queens (developed 
by the City Housing Corporation) and then enshrined in the 1926 New York 
State Housing Law.  26   

 Taking advantage of  this new law, in 1927 a series of  housing cooperatives 
for mostly Jewish left-wing or union workers opened in the Bronx: the United 
Workers Cooperative on Allerton Avenue (known as the Coops), the Sholem 
Aleichem Houses near the Jerome Park Reservoir, the Farband Cooperative 
on Williamsbridge Road, and the largest and most ambitious of  them all, the 
Amalgamated Houses off  Van Cortlandt Park.  27   The last of  these was spear-
headed by Abraham Kazan, who would later head the UHF. Kazan was born 
in 1891 and was part of  the great migration of  Jews f rom the Russian Pale of  
Settlement to the United States. Like many Jewish immigrants, Kazan found 





LEGENDARY REAL ESTATE: 
STUYVESANT TOWN

by Daniel R. Garodnick

During my twelve years as a member of the New York City Council, I had the occasion to 
represent 160,000 Manhattanites at City Hall, to engage residents of all corners of New York 
City as a candidate for Speaker of the Council in 2013, and 
to explore substantive areas that ranged from tenants rights 
to consumer protections and police reforms. But no issue or 
challenge quite compared to the battle that we fought to 
save Stuyvesant Town.

Built by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company as hous-
ing for veterans returning from World War II, Stuyvesant 
Town, and Peter Cooper Village is the largest rental commu-
nity in the United States and home to about 30,000 most-
ly middle-class people on the East Side of Manhattan. For 
nearly sixty years it had stood as a beacon for middle-income 
New Yorkers, a place to enjoy a stable and affordable life in 
the heart of Manhattan. Under the care of “Mother Met,” as 
Met Life was known to tenants, with stable and affordable rents, it was a quiet enclave designed 
to resemble suburban living, where people could safely raise their kids.  

Then, in July 2006, at the height of the real estate boom, Met Life announced that it would put 
it all up for sale. Their marketing materials empha-
sized the opportunity for a new owner to transform 
the drab and nondescript buildings into a luxury 
enclave. In October 2006, bidders from across the 
globe participated in a white-hot auction that bid 
the property over $5 billion dollars, billions more 
than what experts had been predicting. When the 

dust settled in October 2006, Tishman Speyer Properties and BlackRock emerged as the win-
ners, paying a record-shattering $5.4 billion in a deal that would go down in the books as the 
largest residential real estate transaction in American history. 

Unfortunately, a sale of this magnitude could only be justified with a business plan that would 
seek to drive up rents and drive out existing tenants. Almost immediately, our fears were con-
firmed. Tishman Speyer had borrowed $4.4 billion to buy Stuy Town and had to find a way to 

But no issue or challenge 
quite compared to the battle 

that we fought to save Stuyve-
sant Town.
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generate more revenue from the property to pay back their enormous debts. In short, this deal 
did not pencil out unless they got the people who paid the lowest rents out of their units, and 
fast. 

Over the course of a decade, the newly-energized Tenants Association and I used every ounce 
of leverage that we could find. We assembled our 
own competitive bid to buy the property on be-
half of the tenants themselves—and did it twice. 
We defended the interests of residents who found 
themselves subject to legal claims, we litigated 
and won the biggest tenant victory in the New York Court of Appeals in a generation, and 
we were courted by nearly all of the major real estate players across the globe. Ultimately we 
put ourselves in a position to strike a deal that would preserve thousands of units as affordable 
housing for the next generation.  

How did the tenants of Stuy Town get from a place where tenants were being threatened with 
eviction to a place where the largest real estate entities in the world were fighting to join forces 
with us? This is the story of a community with a history of activism banding together to fight 
back against corporate greed and excess, and how the real estate world concluded that work-
ing with the tenants would yield a better outcome than fighting with them. The negotiations 
played out both in public and in private over many years, and the process was often choppy and 
sometimes bitterly contentious. The result was an extraordinary outcome for middle-class New 
Yorkers.

Almost immediately, our fears 
were confirmed. 



miles of coastline, running from Sandy Hook 
at the lip of the Atlantic Ocean to South Amboy 
at the mouth of the Raritan River, New Jersey’s 
forgotten shore. 

3. What will attract colleagues in the field to 
your book?

I believe this book offers a compelling (and 
compellingly written) account of the storm 
and its aftermath. It moves beyond high-level 
policy discussions to demonstrate the very real 
impact of natural hazards on the lives of those 
who live through them.

2. How will your book make a difference in 
the field?

With the increasing ferocity of storms across 
the globe, longstanding political debates over 
the nature of climate change, and the ongoing 
need to manage the impact of environmental 
conditions on the built environment, the rela-
tionship between human action and natural 
hazards has become one of the most pressing 
issues of our time. But as these birds-eye 
political debates and policy decisions capture 
headlines, individual experiences often get 
lost. This book recovers those voices. Drawing 
on nearly seventy oral history interviews con-
ducted in the three years following Hurricane 
Sandy, it documents the uneven recovery of 
the storm along the Bayshore: the 115 square 

“Drawing on nearly seventy oral history inter-
views conducted in the three years following 
Hurricane Sandy, it documents the uneven 

recovery of the storm.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
ABIGAIL PERKISS
author of Hurricane Sandy on New Jersey’s Forgotten Shore

1. What inspired you to write this book?

This book was born out of a classroom-based 
oral history project. In the months after 
Hurricane Sandy devastated the New Jersey 
coastline, I began working with a group of 
students to collect the stories of the storm and 
its recovery along the state’s Bayshore. Over 
three years, we conducted more than seventy 
interviews, many of which form the narrative 
backbone of the book.
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Welcome to 1869, The Cornell University Press Podcast, I’m Jonathan 
Hall. To commemorate the 20th anniversary of September 11th, we are 
proud to present to you a special Remembering 9/11 episode with guest 
host Jane Bunker, Director of Cornell University Press. Jane will be in-
terviewing two Cornell authors whose recent books directly address the 
events and the aftermath of the September 11 tragedy -Jessica DuLong, 
author of Saved at the Seawall: Stories from the September 11 Boat Lift 
and Larry Kerwin, author of Rockaway Blue: A Novel, both published 
under our Three Hills imprint. 

Jane Bunker has been serving as Director since March of 2020, and is 
the first woman to lead Cornell University Press. She was previously the 
director of Northwestern University Press and Associate Director and 
Editor in Chief at the State University of New York Press. Jane holds a 
BA in Philosophy from St. Norbert College and an MA in Philosophy 
from Fordham University. Jessica DuLong is a journalist, historian, book 
collaborator and ghostwriter, as well as chief engineer America of the 
retired 1931 New York City fireboat john J. Harvey. Her first book, My 
River Chronicles, won an American Society of Journalists and Authors, 
Outstanding Book Award for memoir. Her work has appeared in Rolling 
Stone, CNN.com, Newsweek International, Psychology Today, Huffing-
ton Post, Newsday, and Maritime Reporter and Engineering News. Jes-
sica appears and Spike Lee’s HBO docuseries, “NYC Epicenters 9/11 to 
2021->1/2” and in cartoon form in Maira Kalman’s picture book Fireboat: 
The Heroic Adventures of the John J. Harvey. Larry Kirwan was the lead-
er of the New York based Irish political rock band Black 47 for 25 years. 
He is author of five previous books, including Liverpool Fantasy, Rockin’ 
the Bronx, and Green Suede Shoes, and 19 plays and musicals, includ-
ing Paradise Square, which will open on Broadway March 22 2022. He 
is currently working on a stage version of the informer, and Iraqi Rose, 
a musical about the Iraq war. Kirwan also hosts Celtic Crush, a popular 
radio show on Sirius XM, and writes a column for the Irish Echo. Hello, 
Jane, Jessica, and Larry, welcome to the podcast. Thank you. We’re so 
happy to have you join us for this special episode that’s tied to the 20th 
anniversary of 911. Jane will be our special guest host for this discussion. 
And so I turn the microphone over to you, Jane.

Thank you so much, Jonathan. I’m really happy to be here and to have the 
opportunity to speak with Jessica and Larry today. Thank you for making 
the time to speak with us as we near this really important anniversary. 
And I also would like to give a shout out to my colleague Michael McGan-
dy, who worked with you both on your books, I was really interested to 
see when I was coming on board last year as the new director of the press 
that he had planned two books on 9/11 during this season one fiction and 
one non. And it’s really interesting to look at the events of September 11 
from both of these vantage points. So I think we can acknowledge we’ll 
be writing and reading and discussing this event forever. And I have so 
many questions for both of you. But I’m going to try to limit myself to 
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maybe three. If you’d like to both begin by talking a little bit about how 
9/11 impacted you personally, and how that informed the books that you 
both wrote. And Jessica, would you like to start us off?

So I’m  a marine engineer. I served for two decades as engineer aboard 
retired New York City Fire boat John J. Harvey, and the boat, while it was 
not an active duty vessel on September 11, it was called back into service 
to pump completely necessary river water to firefighters to land based 
crews. When the towers came down, the fire hydrants were obscured by 
debris and rubble and the water mains were shattered. And so I served at 
ground zero for four days as a marine engineer. And so it’s always hard 
for me to to describe when The beginning of this recording started for 
me, because it really started in a very informal way with me just as a writ-
er, carrying a notebook around with me writing things down on site, just 
for no clear purpose, except that I hope to one day make sense of what 
was happening around us. So that service is both what made me feel a 
deep responsibility to tell the story of the maritime evacuation of nearly 
half a million people from Manhattan on September 11, I felt a respon-
sibility to my community, I felt a responsibility to bear witness to these 
remarkable choices that people made time and time again to to help one 
another. Similarly, I was really hesitant to dive into writing a book about 
this topic, because it I still carried the psychological effects of my ser-
vice down there. And so it’s meant that for two decades, I’ve still been 
swimming in these same stories. And so what makes it worth it is the 
ability to draw attention to the reality that we are so much more than are 
constrained, formulated hero narratives are idea that people divide into 
two categories, heroes and everybody else, because really, what we saw 
in full force that day was that so many people time and time again, put 
themselves and their concern for their well being aside so that they could 
help other people. And it’s really that is the remarkable story that day. 

Thank you so much. I really appreciated that part in your book, where 
you talk about look to the helpers. And that’s where some sort of saving 
grace comes in. Larry, what about you? How did the effects of 9/11 play 
into your writing this novel?

Well, I live just above the area, I live just above Canal Street. So I heard the 
plane coming over. And I actually bang my head on to the table because I 
thought it was comfortable to hit our building and everyone upstairs and 
saw this incredible sight of a huge plane embedded in the north tower. 
And I went down that straight away. But I only got about eight blocks 
down and then there’s smoke in the dust. And I realize this is not a good 
place to be and turn back and wander around. But as regards writing the 
book that happened the following Saturday night, because black 47 was 
the house band of York City at the time and had a an enormous follow-
ing, particularly with cops and firemen and first responders and a lot of 
young Irish American financials, as we call them, many of whom had 
gone to college for the first time and in their families, and we’re working 
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on there. So we lost a lot of people. And because of the nature of the 
band, when we weren’t on tour, we would play in a regular place every 
Saturday night, we were in New York and it happened to be Connelly’s 
on 45th Street. So we put out the word that we would go back in the the 
following Saturday night because that everybody was laying low in New 
York and people weren’t coming in, and the streets are deserted. So we 
said we’ll be in Connelly’s and come on up. And of course, black 47 fans 
came, but the great majority of people who came were the first respond-
ers who were actually down in the pit, as we call it then. And for about 
four or five weeks, the strange phenomenon happens. And think back to 
it. We didn’t know who was alive and who is dead for the most part early 
on. So whenever the door would open, everyone would turn around. And 
when someone would walk through everyone with this audible sigh of 
relief, john or Mary had made it Yeah. And that that kept happening for 
about four or five weeks. And I began to think Yeah, but how about Billy 
or Michelle? They’re not coming back. And I got this, this need to write 
the story of the regular people. Because already I could feel what was hap-
pening. The politicians were taking it over. And we’re going to use it. And 
they did use it to go to war in Iraq, and a lot of our fans because we had 
our basic support group for working class and lower middle class people. 
And many of those young people joined up because I wanted to do some 
kind of service for the country. And the next thing I know two years later, 
they’re in Baghdad on the way to Baghdad. I’ve been shot at So we were 
hearing the stories of that straightaway too. So I wanted to capture what 
it was like for the regular people on New York. And I tried it in different 
ways try to with an album called New York Town for Black 47, then put it 
into a playwright form because I am a playwright. And that was produced 
by couldn’t, I couldn’t get into their heads in that form. And I realized, 
would have to be a novel because you’d have to find out what the charac-
ters were thinking. And that’s what Rockaway Blue is all about.

Thank you, Larry. It’s almost as if you anticipated my next question, 
which is always going to ask about the fact that both of the books ex-
plore this tragedy through the lens of ordinary working class people do-
ing what you know, end up being truly extraordinary things. And I was 
curious about why you took that approach and why it’s so powerful. And 
I think you’ve you’ve just explained that perfectly in the case of Rockaway 
Blue. Good. And I’m also as I’m listening to you both, I’m struck by the 
fact that I’m speaking to, you know, a rock and roll star and an author 
and playwright and and, you know, an engineer of a New York City, fire-
boat, it’s it’s extraordinary, and also a very accomplished writer, as well, of 
course, Jessica, and you know how every buddy has a story, everybody’s 
got their perspective on what happened that day, we all lived through it 
in a particular way, you both were much, much closer than I was actually 
up the Hudson, a couple of hours in Albany, New York that day. But it 
was the same weather. Remember that blue sky, everybody remembers 
that blue sky that day. And now it’s 20 years since the incident. And I’m 
wondering if we could talk a little bit about how the people in your books 
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have healed, if they have healed, and how they haven’t. In the latter case, 
and you know, extrapolate perhaps from that outward to the nation as a 
whole. I’m personally struck by the similarities between that historical 
time period and now where we’re living through the global pandemic, 
there is incredible collective trauma, and grief. And it strikes me as a real-
ly similar time period, where we are really in need of healing and connec-
tion, and the transcendence that art can offer us. And I realized I didn’t 
really ask a question. Larry,you look like you’ve got something to say 

9/11 changed America, we became a fearful people after it. I often think 
that I’ve been think it’s a huge change, you know, in that we weren’t asked 
to do anything. I mean, as Jessica says, so many people did do something. 
But for instance, Black 47 was really lucky in that we were able to do 
whatever we wanted to, we didn’t need to--we didn’t need permission 
from anyone, but so many bands and artists wanted to contribute. And 
there were stymied, there was nothing anyone could do. But apart from 
that, it was the country wasn’t asked to do anything, we would have done 
anything at that period, we would have gone into poor areas, and raise the 
level of education, we would have donated money to different things. But 
you know, the powers that be wanted everything to go along the same. 
And I have nothing but disgust for the politicians of the states people. At 
that point, they they missed this huge opportunity to change America. 
And America needs a lot of changing. And my guess is it’s not happening 
at this point with the pandemic either. You know, people can’t even take 
the simple step of getting vaccinated. And for people are not thinking in 
terms of the common good, because politicians see a way of keeping us 
separate, and of staying in power because of that. And it’s strange. I’m in-
terested to get Jessica’s view on this, but it just seems that we’re heading 
down the same track again, as we did after 911. 

Yeah, I remember President Bush famously saying that we just needed 
to go shopping. 

I mean, there is one there is one guy who knew how to get out direct the 
world. He wrecked the Middle East. He didn’t do very much for the US. 
And he, I think, realize it and got his butt down to Texas, got on his farm 
and stayed down there and escaped the the reckoning that shouldn’t have 
happened to him. But that’s, that’s my take on it. 

I may say I was really struck in your book, Jessica, by the fact that I’m 
really sure I could be wrong. I’m pretty sure you don’t mention Bush’s 
name, possibly not Giuliani’s name. Your focus is so lasered in on the 
people who are getting the boats to the seawall to see how many people 
they could get off Manhattan Island, it was entirely focused on the people 
who needed saving, and the people who showed up to do it.

Well, then the mention of Giuliani’s name comes because he’s he’s the 
mayor, and he’s at a certain point, you know, puts out an order that any-
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body who can go north should go north, right. So point of information. 
It’s, it’s included as point of information, because it was then President 
Bush’s arrival that actually stalled us in in place, because the harbor shut 
down for security reasons that there was a whole group of largely fire-
fighters, but first responders who were stuck waiting on the back of a 
tugboat just wanting to go to New Jersey, and they had to wait until Pres-
ident Bush arrived and then departed. It is very easy for us to continue 
down this road of division, where we we categorize people, and we look 
at people with the sort of tight lens focus of a small narrative of who we 
can be and how we can be. And there are plenty of examples in history, 
in New York, and everywhere, all over the world of terrible things that 
people do and terrible things that happen. And what does not get enough 
real estate, in our words, in our images, in our art, in our common com-
mentators discussing are the ways that we come together. And Rebecca 
Solnit has a beautiful book that collects all of these examples, Paradise 
Built in Hell. And she looks throughout history at all of these stories that 
actually took place in the ways that disasters happened. And people came 
together, people came together, who were not trained to do so who didn’t 
necessarily have special equipment, or a special sort of professional ob-
ligation to do this. And those examples, do not get enough attention, do 
not get enough airtime. And I think there are some good reasons that 
Larry mentioned about why those divisions are important to maintain 
for certain certain of us. But we all lose, we all lose when we have this 
limited sense of our human potential doesn’t serve any of us. And so the 
more that we can draw attention to the incredible selflessness and the 
choices that people made over and over again, to help people, even when 
and it’s hard to bring ourselves back to those that morning and those 
those minutes that crept by and raced by sort of all at the same time. And 
the weird way that time gets mangled. When we’re in crisis situations, 
we didn’t know if if the the first plane was the beginning or the end, we 
didn’t know if the second plane we didn’t know that the tower it just kept 
getting worse. So it seemed that it was this you know, arrow of trajectory 
of of worse and worse and worse. And the Mariners continued to turn 
their boats around, they would drop off passengers on safe shores in New 
Jersey, in Brooklyn, elsewhere, Staten Island and they turn their boats 
around, and they headed straight to the island on fire. Without knowing 
what was going to happen next, many times they had to navigate their 
boats only with radar because the smoke and dust and debris was in the 
air was just choking. And people have paid the price. I mean, you asked 
earlier about healing and people paid the price psychologically. And that’s 
very hard to put metrics on and I certainly don’t want to speak for others 
and whether they’ve healed or not. I think that’s a moving target mov-
ing targets probably not the best analogy to use in that setting. But you 
see what I’m saying? But people, mariners have gotten sick and died for 
making that choice over and over again. And just one other point on this 
is that even though I think it’s important, and when when the Mariners 
I spoke with sort of took pause and thought it through They recognize 
that they made choices in those moments, they could look back and say, 



Okay, I guess I could have done something different. But at the time, 
there was no something different that they were ever going to do. It was 
just a given, because this is what you do when you have the tools, and 
the skill set, and the wherewithal and the equipment and the ability to 
help. And you see someone standing at the seawall or jumping into the 
river, because they think they are somehow going to swim to New Jersey, 
and they’re that desperate to get away from the island. You rescue them. 
That’s just what we do. And that piece of who we are, needs more atten-
tion needs more highlighting. And right now, especially in the pandemic, 
it’s really important. We’re such a divided nation right now. And yet you 
see neighbor helping neighbor over and over again. And those are stories 
that need more daylight.

Yeah, I couldn’t agree with you more. And and as you were speaking, and 
going through, you know, first plane hit, and we didn’t know if it was the 
beginning or the end. And it kept getting worse, that that was done. So 
effectively, the way the narrative sort of unfolds in your book. Frankly, 
when I opened it up and looked at the timeline in the front matter, I just 
started reading it. And I, I started to cry, and I had to shut the book. And 
this was a couple of weeks ago, when I was getting ready for this. I had 
no idea. It would be so affecting still. I was sitting with my husband, and 
he said, What’s the matter with you? And I just held up the book, and he 
handed it to him. And he said, Really? I said, you know, this, this is this 
is a tender time. You know, it’s everything is? Everything is painful right 
now, on some level. And the hope, you know, you mentioned Rebecca sol-
nit. She’s one of the things that’s been helping me get through, you know, 
the the focus on the fact that we show up for one another, and we do 
what’s needed. And people don’t need to tell us it just happens over and 
over and over again. Yeah, yeah. The other thing that I was really struck 
by in st by the sea wall is you don’t really think about the fact that the 
waterfront in Manhattan is no longer structured for sea vessels to come 
up and get human beings on and off of boats. And so those scenes of 
cutting through railings and setting up Gangplanks and what happened 
at Pier 63 was really, really fascinating. And I was grateful to have a light 
shone on that. Back to this, I want to get back to this hopeful narrative. I 
really keep thinking your your words, Larry, keep resounding in my mind 
about how in the wake of the attacks, we would have done anything for 
this country. Would you like to say more about that? Do you think that 
there’s any way we can, you know, I, I just can’t help but keep bringing it 
back to where we are now. And you think we can pull it together? in the 
in the pandemic? What have to happen?

Well, I think people should look at the facts. You know, we’re in a really 
difficult time because social media is so strong. And I regret to say that 
when I’m when I’m talking to people, they say crazy things. It’s like I 
read this on the internet as if that means, you know, it’s true. And I wrote 
a column for the Irish echo. And anytime I read about politics, or write 
about anything of that nature, I have to check every fact because it’s just 
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so important. And my elverson check everything I write. But there’s so 
much garbage information out there that people are believing that get-
ting beyond that is one of the things we have to do. And that’s a huge 
battle. You know, Facebook won’t take responsibility for what’s on there. 
You know, for for good reasons. Sometimes they don’t want to get in the 
way of people’s opinions. But there is a breakdown in in the moral trust 
in the country. That’s going to be hard to overcome but Try to overcome 
it by telling the truth as best you can. And in the case of Rockaway blue, 
or I was trying to do is to see what happens to people, not during the 
actual day but but three years later when things have settled in a bit, and 
the worst part of the grief is over the cold steel of the briefest of the grief 
is over. But if time to think back a bit, and putting this character, Jimmy 
Murphy, who all of a sudden finds out that his son was actually in the 
tower, North Tower, 30 minutes before the crash, and his family is finally 
coming to terms with this, but he has to make the decision, should I 
find out what he was doing there, because it may not be good. And Ryan 
wasn’t always a morally clear person. And if he find that something bad 
about his wife will revert back into the depressed state she was a personal 
the same thing for him. So as a writer, as an artist, what I was trying to 
do is get into the hands of people to see what happens to people, when 
a huge cataclysmic thing like 911 happens, but then what happens to 
them afterwards, when they have time to think back? And can their lives 
get healed? And I’m an optimist about that, I think lives can get healed, 
because you’ve seen that done true humanity that people pick themselves 
up and go on. Because as Beckett says what choice we have, but to go on. 
So that’s that’s what I was trying to do with the book.

Thank you so much. It’s it’s I’m, I love how you keep anticipating ques-
tions, I was going to ask about why you chose to set the novel, you know, 
three years after the events and how you think memory affects the larger 
society’s perception of 911. Just as you know, the characters and Rocka-
way blue, have their memories of that day affect how they perceive it, and 
why it’s important to remember and how the fact that we all remember 
so differently, plays into the collective narrative as well.

We also remember differently ourselves. Right before 911, I wrote a solo 
album and recorded and I, a lot of it was autobiographical, and I wrote a 
song about my parents, life’s like that isn’t it and how they met, and my 
memories of their romance when they were young people. My father was 
a merchant marine, so it used to go away for six months at a time. And 
there will be just preparation when he was coming back. And all of a 
sudden, my mother would kind of desert us as children because she was 
a wife again. And I wrote about that in 2000, while the two of them are 
still alive, and my mother died soon after. And my father died a couple of 
years after that. So it was around that period. And sometimes I hear that 
particular song now and I, I see it differently now than I did when I wrote 
it. And, you know, that’s what memory does. Memory puts a gauze over 
things, wood with time. So it’s important to remember that so even with-
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in my own self, artistic self, I see things differently than I did 20 years 
ago. And I probably see 911 differently to that I did at the time.

Now, you just reminded me of a line from a, I read a piece in The Atlantic 
just the other day about a 911 story. And the writer says we keep inventing 
and reinventing the dead. And I don’t know what it is. I think it’s just 
human nature. It’s it’s the nature of trauma and memory and the passage 
oftime. Yeah. 

I have a question, Jessica, because one of the things I think is that with 
the two 3000 people, whatever the figure was 2700 down at the towers, 
I feel that almost like when there’s spirits left On that day New York be-
came a different place. You know, big cities go on new people come in 
new spurts come in. But I miss the old New York before 911 because it 
changed in F. ineffably on that day. So I’d be upset from Jessica’s point of 
view what what she thinks of that.

Such an interesting question. And the image that I have of the departure 
is really powerful. This is probably not the more linear answer that you’re 
looking for. But this honestly what I’m thinking about, that the gods of 
memory and the reinvention of the dead, I think that happens over and 
over, has something to do with the nature of time. And I’ve been actually 
writing a lot about grief, collective grief trauma. I’m a book collaborator, 
as well as a writer of my own work. And almost all of my book projects 
right now have to do with grief and trauma. So somehow, I’ve put that 
out into the universe. But I’m also I’m also doing journalism in this area. 
And I’m working on a piece right now that is about anniversaries, and 
about how we approach anniversaries and how grief is cyclical. And I 
also wrote a piece recently, inspired by the work of it’s called the book 
has a great title, it’s called the terrible unlikelihood of our being here. 
And it’s Santa Paula and tonetta. And she writes about loss and physics 
and the the, the actual nature of relative time. And so I wrote a piece sort 
of talking with her aboutthe folding of time, and that perhaps pandemic 
time, or Crisis time, as I mentioned earlier, right, that we’re actually ex-
periencing time more as it actually is in the world, rather than the way 
that we perceive it as a as a sort of straight line of linear reality. And so 
where this overlaps with the spirits leaving on that day, the people who 
departed that day, when time if time is a folding in on itself, sort of thing, 
a plastic, you know, more chewing gum kind of entity, then it means that 
our, our past and our present can come together. And it means that we 
can actually have different encounters with the people after they’re gone. 
At least theoretically speaking, right? Because there’s this great physicist 
and this I’m so in my out of my realm right now in the depths of physics 
that I’m not an expert in. But I find it fascinating, where this is notion of 
all of the nows as a series of Polaroid shots that are all laid out on a table. 
And so if all of the now is our coexistence on the table, then you could 
pick one up from over here and pick another one up from over there, and 
maybe your grandmother’s in one, and maybe it’s your parents meeting, 
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again, Larry, in another, you know, and, and we can bring these things 
close to us, right, we can we can, we can look in the look at the world with 
that level of vast perception. Not the linear, I miss New York to that you’re 
looking for. But I think it’s an ever changing thing. I mean, I missed the 
New York of, of, you know, 1931, that I researched deeply for my first 
book, My River Chronicles, that was all about the rise and fall of respect 
for craftsmanship, and hands on work. And so I never lived there. But I 
immersed myself in that sea of reality at the time. And so I missed that in 
New York to where there were finger piers all along the shoreline of the 
western side of Manhattan, you know, counting to I think the number is 
76 miles of working waterfront, with those finger piers, if you traced, you 
know, all of the geography there. And so instead, to go back to what you 
had mentioned earlier, Jane about the infrastructure, really, we were con-
fronted the past and present we’re, we’re right up against each other on 
September 11, when life or death decisions and life or death actions were 
affected by that lack of the infrastructure. So in a very real way, there is a 
woman, I was not able to get further on her story than a certain point and 
then it hit a brick wall. But I believe I actually have a photograph that may 
include her and it does not look that look like she survived. And she had 
in a panic jumped from the sea wall, which is erected with a it’s hard to 
describe just by audio, but it’s basically it’s an ornamental railing. It’s not 
just ornamental, because it’s meant to keep people off the river. So it actu-
ally curves towards you if you’re standing on the shore. So So this woman 
had to climb over this railing, and she jumped down to the steel deck of 
a fire boat, because there was no ladder, there was no you know, no, there 
was no concept that big boats would come up alongside and individual 
people would, would try to get on. Right. And so and she suffered what is 
what was very likely a fatal injury, head injury on that on that boat. And 
so there’s a juxtaposition of before and after, right? of, of who we once 
were as a, as a working waterfront community. And, and, and we are 
now where so much of the very alive waterfront that is still, you know, 
some dock worker had their hands on everything that anybody had in 
their lives back then, right? crates and barrels and things like that. Now, 
it all comes offloaded in a container, like a Lego block, right? But all these 
things actually, you know, found their way across the seas. And I’m, I’m 
rambling a little bit here, but another collision moment that happened 
on September 11 12th, and so on, was that we actually returned to the 
working harbour of the past, because everything was offloaded by hand. 
So it was like a bucket brigade of like, okay, we need water on the side. 
And so boats would deliver water and hand to hand, you know, make 
a pile. Oh, we need you know, food. Okay, hand to hand people would 
deliver it was breakbulk cargo come back to New York shores, which I 
found really moving.

I completely agree. Thank you so much for telling us that story. And I 
don’t know, I think we’ve gotten to quantum physics, we may need to 
stop. It’s time to stop. You know, I feel we’ve also had a kind of a hopeful 
point, because you know, what we can do is we can talk to one another, 
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and we can connect over our common experience and compare memo-
ries. And we’ve great books. And there’s a lot of hope there a lot of oppor-
tunity for learning. It has been so good to talk to you above. Thank you.
 
Thank you so much. I agree with you. I think stories are absolutely the 
only thing that can save us. I really do. 

Yeah, and trying to tell the truth. 

Yes. Amen.

That was Jane Bunker, interviewing Cornell authors Jessica DuLong and 
Larry Kirwan. 
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3. What will attract colleagues in the field to 
your book?

The book’s coverage of various immigrant and 
refugee groups (for migration studies schol-
ars); its original conception of sanctuary (for 
scholars of migration studies, social sciences); 
its in-depth exploration of immigrant civil 
society (for scholars of city planning/commu-
nity development); the lack of urban history 
books on sanctuary and sanctuary cities (for 
historians).

“sanctuary”).

2. How will your book make a difference in 
the field?

From the very start of the book, it offers an 
expansive and (for scholars) original definition 
of “sanctuary” and “sanctuary cities” – not just 
the municipal policies aiming to shield people 
from deportation, but a much wider set of con-
tested protections and support for vulnerable 
newcomers. The introduction “plays with” 
people’s preconceived notions about what 
“sanctuary” and “sanctuary cities” are.

“The book offers an expansive and original defini-
tion of “sanctuary” and “sanctuary cities.”.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
DOMENIC VITIELLO
author of The Sanctuary City

1. What inspired you to write this book?

The growing diversity of immigrant commu-
nities and urban populations in the United 
States. The country’s increasingly fractious 
debates about immigration in the 21st century. 
Increasing attention to immigration’s role(s) in 
urban and suburban revitalization across the 
United States, yet the inadequacy of “revital-
ization,” “costs and benefits,” and other frames 
of reference for making sense of immigrant 
and receiving communities’ experiences and 
the relationships between immigrants and 
cities (this is why I wrote this as a book about 



DEINDUSTRIALIZATION AND IN-
DUSTRIAL REDEVELOPMENT IN 

CHICAGO
by Robert Lewis

A defining element of Donald Trump’s presidential campaign and the presidency was his claim 
that his administration would provide support for the Rust Belt victims of deindustrialization. His 
appeal to the white, blue-collar workers of small and big cities 
in Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania and Ohio was predi-
cated on two ideas: that industrial decline was a relatively new 
phenomenon and that it could be solved by changes to trade 
policy. 

In both cases, he was wrong. As I show in my book on in-
dustrial redevelopment in postwar Chicago, extensive and 
systematic industrial decline had been a defining feature of 
most central cities in the Rust Belt since the 1930s. Tens of 
thousands of manufacturing jobs were lost in Detroit, Chica-
go, Akron, Philadelphia, and elsewhere before the late 1960s. 
The reasons for this nonreversible decline had little to do 
with recent trade policy with China or any other country as 
Trump asserted. Rather, it was rooted in the decisions of manufacturing and financial executives 
operating within the structural dynamics of industrial capitalism. In the case of the city of Chica-
go, company managers from the 1920s, slowly but inexorably, closed factory doors and invested 
capital in new industrial facilities in the expanding suburbs, the American South, and overseas. 
The result was the opening of factories in the suburbs of Chicago, Toronto, London, and Par-

is and the simultaneous economic devastation of 
Rust Belt cities. 

The fact of ongoing industrial decline forced a re-
sponse from the city’s industrial and political elites 
in the 1950s and 1960s. A redevelopment coalition 
of place-dependent manufacturing executives, 
planners, and city politicians worked on devising 
ways to reinvigorate the city’s industrial base. A 
succession of agencies, including the Chicago Plan 
Commission, the Chicago Land Clearance Com-

mission, and the Mayor’s Committee for Economic and Cultural Development, created a range 
of programs and plans intended to kickstart the city’s manufacturing economy. The proposed 

In the case of the city of 
Chicago, company managers 
from the 1920s, slowly but 
inexorably, closed factory 

doors and invested capital in 
new industrial facilities in the 
expanding suburbs, the Amer-

ican South and overseas.
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strategies involved enticing new industrial capital investment and razing and then redeveloping 
blighted industrial areas. The aim was to build a competitive industrial economy centered on 
science and defense-based industries housed in modern factory districts.

These strategies of industrial redevelopment failed to stop the bleeding of industrial capital and 
manufacturing jobs. One reason was that the institu-
tional fix devised by the coalition of place-dependent 
industrial interests ran up against a more powerful 
growth machine looking to build a postindustrial city. 
This postindustrial alliance of real estate, financial 
and political interests created an economy based on 
corporate control and command functions. Linked 
to this, the alliance razed many of the old, ethnic 
working-class, African American and factory districts 
in order to build middle-class housing, commercial 
centers, and modernist office towers in the business 
district and the surrounding residential area. 

A second reason was that the forces of capitalist change were too powerful to be stopped by 
the industrial coalition. The strategies it put in place to entice local investment were unable to 
stop corporate leaders from searching for new and profitable locations outside of the city. By 
the middle of the twentieth century, large corporations with national and international markets 
increasingly looked to open new industrial facilities in greenfield sites outside of the of the in-
dustrial cities of the Rust Belt. Driven by the dictates of profits and market share and with little 
regard for local affairs, company executives invested in new sites in the Sunbelt and elsewhere 
and planned the gradual obsolescence of the production facilities of the older industrial cities. 

In Chicago, the result was the hollowing out of the city’s manufacturing base, the expansion of 
the industry in the suburbs, and the building of a postindustrial city on the ruins of the industrial 
city.

Driven by the dictates of prof-
its and market share and with 
little regard for local affairs, 
company executives invested 
in new sites in the Sunbelt 
and elsewhere and planned 
the gradual obsolescence of 

the production facilities of the 
older industrial cities. 
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Raquel works at an Amazon fulfillment center on the East Coast, stocking items 
that  will eventually be shipped to homes throughout the region— every thing 
from cans of soup to toilet paper. When the COVID-19 pandemic arrived in the 
United States, millions of families suddenly wanted to buy every thing they 
needed without leaving their homes. As a result, Raquel found herself being pub-
licly referred to for the first time as an essential worker. She is not yet sure  whether 
it is a compliment.

Raquel is the sole provider for her five- year- old child and her  mother, who 
has health prob lems.  After the pandemic started, several of her coworkers  were 
diagnosed with COVID-19  after the com pany failed to implement social distanc-
ing practices or provide personal protective equipment to employees. To pro-
tect her  family’s health, Raquel  stopped  going to work, calling in sick for as long 
as she could. But when her unemployment payments  stopped, her student loans 
started piling up, and as overdue rent payments mounted, eviction loomed. How 
safe would her  family be then?

Leonard lives hundreds of miles from Raquel in a midwestern city where he 
drives for Uber and Lyft and delivers food for DoorDash. When hailing a  ride 
became dangerous to public health, Leonard found himself in a tough spot. Un-
like Raquel, he was not considered essential, and he quickly lost all sources of 
income. When he applied for unemployment benefits, he discovered he was not 
qualified  because he was not an employee. Despite having been a faithful, rule- 
following worker for all of the app companies he’d relied on, Leonard was now 
on his own. What would he and his  family do?

INTRODUCTION

Who Rules?
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The economy is not working for most of us. Too many  people are forced to 
make impossible choices about  whether to pay a utility bill, pay for a much- needed 
prescription drug, or put food on the  table. Economic, social, and po liti cal shifts 
from plant closings to outbreaks of disease can devastate entire communities. If 
workers had a platform that allowed them to engage in decision- making within 
their companies, their industries, or the economy as a  whole before a crisis arrived, 
they could avoid the kinds of impossible choices faced by Raquel, Leonard, and 
millions more like them. Why do US workers lack such a platform? In this book, 
 we’ll explore that question.

The prevailing po liti cal economy of the United States and much of the world 
is based on princi ples originally espoused by Southern slave  owners— the pater-
nalistic view that they knew what was best for their (enslaved) workers and that 
their liberty as individual landowners outweighed the rights of the working 
 women and men who they claimed to own. This fundamental tension has de-
fined our country from its beginning. Historian Eric Foner elaborates on how 
slavery sits at the root of modern- day conflicts in his book, The Second Found-
ing: How the Civil War and Reconstruction Remade the Constitution.1 The 
Reconstruction period was marked by attempts to build a multiracial US de-
mocracy. The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution abolished slavery 
and all forms of forced  labor; the  Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed citizen-
ship to all  those born in the United States; and the Fifteenth Amendment guar-
anteed the right to vote to Black men. Each included clauses empowering Congress 
to enforce  these provisions, with the goal of ensuring that Reconstruction would 
be “the beginning of an extended historical pro cess: the adjustment of American 
society to the end of slavery.”2 Many of the gains made by social movements 
from the 1920s through the 1970s  were anchored in the same Reconstruction- 
era princi ples— women’s suffrage, the New Deal, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. These gains have been targeted by conserva-
tive judges and elected officials who have intentionally, systematically rolled 
them back, in many case seeking to restore pre– Civil War interpretations of the 
Constitution.

It naturally follows that the  people fighting for dignity in the communities 
where systems of worker oppression descended from slavery have been in place 
the longest— namely Black and immigrant workers in the southern region of the 
United States and  people of the global south— have some of the most creative 
approaches to undermining  those systems and building, perhaps for the first 
time, a healthy democracy.

A healthy democracy is a system in which the majority of  people have the abil-
ity and mechanisms in place to consult, confer, and collectively govern themselves. 
Democracy is not just a system of po liti cal practices. Demo cratic princi ples must 
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also be applied to participation and decision- making in all aspects of our eco-
nomic lives. While voting, lobbying, and other forms of policy and  legal work are 
impor tant forms of demo cratic participation, collective bargaining— both at work 
and elsewhere— applies demo cratic practices to economic relationships. Without 
both po liti cal and economic democracy, the  whole system is compromised.

Collective bargaining, then, is fundamental to democracy. At its best collec-
tive bargaining is a system by which working  people can exercise collective power 
in a way that directly confronts the  owners of capital and reclaims a portion of 
that capital for working  people and their communities. Collective bargaining 
allows everyday  people to “practice democracy”— directly engaging in the deci-
sions that affect their lives. Collective bargaining affects our lives beyond work-
sites as well. We all benefit when workers have a platform to prepare for a crisis 
before it comes. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, essential staff in  unionized 
nursing homes  were better prepared to support aging residents, ultimately hav-
ing 30  percent fewer COVID-19- related deaths than nonunion nursing homes.3

Unfortunately, the number of  people in the United States who have been able 
to engage in collective bargaining has dramatically decreased in the last half- 
century. In January 2020, the percentage of US workers in  unions hovered just 
above 10  percent, down from over 30  percent in 1954.4

The reason for this dramatic decline is threefold. First, power has shifted from 
national companies to multinational corporations and then again to hedge funds 
and other actors of finance capital. The result of this financialization of indus-
try is that executives at the top are focused on maximizing profits without con-
cern for the communities and workers creating  those profits. The new global 
cap i tal ists want to cut  labor costs as much as pos si ble, and  because  unions have 
the opposite goal of ensuring working  people get a fair return on their  labor, they 
must be eliminated.

Second, global executives have been socializing responsibility and risk while 
further privatizing the profits at the top. This is often described as fissuring the 
workplace, as it shifts responsibility for every thing from  labor practices to envi-
ronmental costs to a series of intermediaries, contractors, subcontractors, and 
even workers themselves— misclassified as in de pen dent contractors and thus 
prevented from joining or forming  unions.5

Last, and a stark reminder of the  human role in the decline of  union mem-
bership, is the growth of an active union- busting industry— including the use 
of  legal firms to help companies prevent their employees from forming  unions, 
co ali tions to lobby legislators to weaken protections for workers attempting to 
or ga nize and collectively bargain, and even the infiltration of business schools 
to turn what used to be basic courses in labor- management relations into pro-
pagandistic forums painting  unions as bad for business.6
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 Because of  these shifts economic democracy in the twenty- first  century can-
not be achieved solely on a practice focused exclusively on worksites supported 
by the  legal framework of the National  Labor Relations Act (NLRA). This is sim-
ply not enough on its own, even if it  hadn’t been systematically eroded to de-
crease worker participation in  unions. Rather, organizers must explore a more 
expansive definition of collective bargaining that adapts to the context of global 
capitalism and all its features, including addressing the material and cultural 
needs of the modern worker. This means ultimately changing the very nature of 
what a  union contract covers, broadening what individuals can negotiate over 
and who they can negotiate with, from their direct bosses to many other indi-
viduals with concentrated power in their sector or community. Com pany exec-
utives negotiate many contracts to formalize a myriad of diff er ent economic 
relationships. Why are workers  limited to just one?

Workers have a stake in their ability to come together collectively not only as 
employees but also in the myriad of other ways working  people play a role in 
the economy. Tenants, debtors, homeowners, consumers, and many  others have 
joined together to directly confront and negotiate with specific forces of capital— 
corporations, banks, and ele ments of the state—to ensure dignified lives for them-
selves and their families. And some of the same forms of power used in a worksite 
context are also available in  these arenas—in par tic u lar, the power to collectively 
withhold participation in an economic relationship in order to force concessions 
from  those who seek to get rich through exploitation.

Collective bargaining is a means to an end, not the end itself. We  don’t tell 
 people they have the right to elect a senator; we say they have the right to vote. 
Likewise, telling  people they have the right to form or to join a  union misses the 
point.  People must leverage their power to or ga nize and collectively bargain, 
what ever that needs to look like based on their economic relationship to other 
stakeholders.

Our ancestors  were clear on this when they began embarking, from vari ous 
positions, on the proj ect of Reconstruction to build a multiracial democracy— 
politically and economically—in the United States. That proj ect was never 
brought to fruition. Now we must complete the job. It is with this understand-
ing that we, a southern Black  woman and a  woman descended from India, at-
tempt to position collective bargaining as a critical pillar in the strug gle for 
democracy, and not just in the current framework we know  today. It is time to 
reclaim our country and the vision that so many of our ancestors intended for 
our  future. It’s not complicated.  Those who exploit the  labor of other  people are 
not humanitarian.  Those who defend the rule of a small minority over the ma-
jority are not populists.  Those who carry flags of the Confederacy or deface the 
US flag are not patriots. We must stop legitimizing economic and po liti cal sys-
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tems that do not center workers as leading partners, and we must pick up where 
we left off in advancing the ideals of Reconstruction.

The good news is that working  people have what it takes to do this. In this book 
we emphasize the importance of centralizing the fight against white supremacy 
and patriarchy in building and expanding access to collective bargaining. And we 
do this by showcasing the creative strategy of Black workers, immigrant workers, 
southern workers, and workers from the global south— designations we are hon-
ored to share—as models to be scaled up in ways that viably challenge trends in 
 today’s global economy so that we can build a society that works for all of us. And 
we highlight  these approaches, not simply in pursuit of collective bargaining but 
also to ensure we all receive a fair return on our  labor, to support our families and 
live with dignity and even (dare we say it?) with joy.

In part 1 of the book, titled “How Did We Get  Here?” we  will take a look back 
at US history, particularly through the lens of  labor movements. We  will start, in 
chapter 1, by explaining the basic idea of collective bargaining. It is one of the most 
power ful tools that workers can use to assert their rights, share in governance of 
the institutions they are part of, and reshape rules, pro cesses, policies, and systems 
to bring about greater fairness and better lives for all. Yet, as we  will see, this 
power ful tool has become increasingly neglected in recent de cades. How and why 
did this happen? The answer to this question is provided in chapters 2 and 3. As we 
 will explain, at one time the US  labor movement helped lead the  battle for demo-
cratic reforms. It produced valuable breakthroughs in our workplaces— especially 
the creation of guarantees that  were supposed to protect the right to collective 
bargaining. But  labor won  limited victories, meaning that the fight for economic 
democracy was only half- won.

How did the  labor movement fall short? We  will also address this question. 
The reasons are complex but include the narrow focus of  labor leaders (largely 
ignoring issues outside the  limited topics included in workplace bargaining) and 
their willingness to exclude too many  people:  people of color,  women, immi-
grants, the poor, and the other wise disenfranchised.  These  mistakes left work-
ing  people vulnerable to divide- and- conquer strategies. The rich and power ful 
have used  these strategies to impose a highly effective reactionary program on 
our country. Among other structural assaults, they have largely crippled the 
 labor movement.

Over time, social and economic trends (including the United States’ changing 
demographics, rising costs of education and health care, the evolving nature of 
work, globalization of markets and supply chains, and climate change) have made 
rule by the rich and power ful increasingly oppressive and intolerable. The forces 
of global capital that ultimately drive  these trends have power ful media empires 
at their disposal that try to conceal the realities of what is happening. But even 
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 these propaganda factories cannot completely blind ordinary  people to the dire 
trends unfolding in their own neighborhoods.  Every year, more  people realize the 
depth of the crises we face. Something has got to give!

We have seen that the  labor movement of the twentieth  century did a lot, 
within its own limitations, to improve the circumstances of working  women and 
men in the United States. But  mistakes by  labor leaders and changing conditions 
have left workers vulnerable to a power ful counterattack by the Right. To fight 
back effectively against the unjust system we face  today, we need a new kind of 
movement for organ izing and collective bargaining.

In part 2 of this book, titled “The Building Blocks of Economic Democracy” we 
 will offer some frameworks through which we might create the movement we 
need. We start in chapter 4 with an articulation of why collective bargaining in the 
workplace is worth the fight.  Here you  will meet the first of many worker leaders 
we  were able to talk to in researching this book. Rubynell Walker- Barbee, origi-
nally from Detroit, was shocked to find that her coworkers in Atlanta  were 
unaware of their right to form a  union. We move on in chapter 5 to discuss the 
need for a movement that reaches beyond the workplace, representing us as  whole 
 people— not just as workers but as citizens, consumers, parents, patients, students, 
mi grants, and more. (In this chapter, Kimberly Mitchell, a retail worker in Wash-
ington, DC, makes her case for being more than just a worker.)

And in chapter 6 we discuss the need for a movement that includes and orga-
nizes all  people— one that fights against white supremacy, patriarchy, xenophobia, 
homophobia, and all other strategies of exclusion, division, and oppression. By 
failing to practice this strategy of inclusion, parts of the twentieth- century  labor 
movement allowed itself to be robbed of much of the power derived from true 
solidarity. The twenty- first- century movement must not make the same  mistake. 
Lidia Victoria of Tar Heel, North Carolina, explains how she and her coworkers 
won by centering a multiracial strug gle for dignity at a Smithfield pork pro cessing 
plant. And Sanchioni Butler explains how her  women’s liberation movement hap-
pened on the shop floor of an auto- plant in Dallas, Texas.

Last, we need a movement that does not get bogged down in partisan divi-
sions but instead builds organ izations based on shared values— which are just 
as likely to be found in the so- called red states of the South and Midwest as in 
the blue states states of the West Coast and Northeast that  labor organizers and 
other progressives have traditionally considered more fertile ground for organ-
izing. This is the primary discussion in chapter 7, where we meet Allyson Perry 
and Heather DeLuca-Nestor, two West  Virginia teachers who did not see the 
po liti cal leanings of voters in their red state as a barrier to organ izing.

Each chapter of part 3, “The Way We Win,” explains a diff er ent aspect of the 
new movement we need to build. Bettie Douglas, a fast- food employee from 





THE
EXCERPT



1

World Urban Forum: Medellin, Colombia, noon.

“So, how do you build it?” My interlocutor, at the time of the interview, is a well- 
known mayor of an equally well- known city. He is quite honestly and not too 
sarcastically asking me about the “ recipe” for “building a global city.” Of 
course, he has his own practice- based opinions and I have my scholarly skepti-
cisms. Can we  really determine which “ingredients” make an urban settlement 
“global” by some mea sure? Can we combine them according to some written or 
spoken advice as if they  were a ready- made  recipe? Can they be put on a “menu” 
of sorts for city leaders the world over to choose from according to context? Such 
an attempt would be neither the first nor the last. The answer to “how to build a 
global city” might make it into a newspaper article, a well- paid speaking engage-
ment at a major international forum, and gather a few retweets on social media. 
It might even get a book deal like this one, strategically placed on a corner shelf 
of an airport bookstore, for the jet- setting business- class entrepreneur to sum-
marily skim through on a hop between Hong Kong and Toronto. My interlocu-
tor and I speculate about this over a cold drink at a mass gathering of “urbanists” 
of all sorts who have flocked to the Colombian city from all corners of the globe. 
“Power ful stuff,” admits my interlocutor. I could have dismissed the query (or 
perhaps rhetorical question) by my interviewee, but I sensed the question held 
much truth in its intent—at least for  those in a position to shape the direction of 
urban development in countries around the world. The power of that “stuff” is 

INTRODUCTION



2 INTRODUCTION

what drove me to write not a  recipe book but an account of the ingredients and 
the chefs that attempt to make cities “global”— a global urban elite, so to speak.

The global city is not a new subject in academia. In fact, some early peer review-
ers of material for this book amply questioned the need for yet another lengthy 
tome about a possibly tired concept such as that of the global city more than three 
de cades  after it was widely pop u lar ized by the homonymous book by Dutch- 
American po liti cal economist Saskia Sassen. While one could even contend the 
modern scholarship about global cities has nearly a  century’s worth of lineage, we 
could also argue that the role of cities as turnstiles of global connections goes deep 
into the history of civilization. Some of the notions that I  will discuss— and go in 
search of in three cities— have in fact accompanied humanity for as long as we 
have built stable marketplaces surrounded by dwellings and allowed them to link 
with each other in the exchange of goods,  people, and ideas. Some have even ar-
gued that it is in fact dangerous to continue portraying a concept that has contrib-
uted to ever- greater in equality in an unevenly urbanizing world prey to cap i tal ist 
ebbs and flows. So why should we continue to seek more knowledge about an old 
subject? The idea of the global city seems anything but tired, even when confronted 
by a sudden halt in global flows as at the outset of 2020 or indeed the deep eco-
nomic recessions throughout the past  century. In a moment of crisis, and in the 
wake of continuing deep in equality, understanding the way we build cities to be 
globally intertwined might  matter fundamentally as much as for  those that do so 
as for  those that seek to redress their inequalities. The goal of this book, then, is to 
point out the complexity of the ideas (plural not singular) that underpin the con-
tinued success of the global city and of  those who put them into practice.  These are 
power ful ideas, often wielded by power ful  people, and thus I would contend they 
still merit a discussion of how their power works. In the tradition of po liti cal sci-
ence, as Rod Rhodes put it, we might still need to get “up close and personal” with 
the global urban elite and its global urban imagination.

In par tic u lar, I went in search of the ways in which twenty concepts under-
pinning the way we speak of and imagine the global city in academia are used 
and connected in the urban development of three places with distinct global as-
pirations.  These are the stories of Singapore in Southeast Asia, Sydney in Aus-
tralia, and Dubai in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). In recounting  these stories 
I aim not to dismiss the importance of dwelling and the lived experiences of 
 those that inhabit each city, often with  little voice and capacity to shape its form. 
Rather, it is explic itly with an eye  toward the impact of ideas on the lives of  these 
“cityzens” that I unpack the (symbolic) power and politics of the global city and 
the elites that underpin it. The result is a somewhat systematic collection, with 
some degree of correlation analy sis, of 170 semi structured interviews conducted 
between 2009 and 2018 and also a large number of ethnographic vignettes, doc-
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ument and policy analy sis, as well as accounts of some events which have 
 shaped the global orientation of  these three places in the last half  century.

This is not a work of just structured conversations but also of quiet observation, 
opportunist querying, and lots of note taking on ideas about the globalization of 
urban governance that I have scribbled on the side of my own participation in the 
“symbolic system” of global urbanism. Sydney, Singapore, and Dubai are by all 
means not apo liti cal places. From the strongly articulated po liti cal feelings that I 
encountered in the Australian metropolis, to the art of reading in between the 
lines in the Southeast Asian “Lion City,” to the carefulness of critique and quick 
glances over one’s shoulders that characterize  these conversations in the Emirate, 
the debates and contrasts about how and why  these cities should globalize are not 
always  free from retaliation, stigmas, and professional implications. Some level of 
discretion is advisable.  Because of  these and other practical fieldwork necessities, 
 behind the glossy data and the charts that pepper this book are scribbled pages in 
a notebook, not neat field reports or a library of tape recordings. This approach 
leaves much to the author’s own interpretation and near on- the- spot filing (as each 
interview was then directly coded anonymously in a spreadsheet right  after most 
conversations), which requires much contextual knowledge but is also subject to 
my own inevitable biases as a scholar and practitioner of urban governance. For 
this I assume all of the blame and ask for a degree of trust from the reader. Through-
out the book, data are represented by narratives or are visualized  either through 
graphs or infographics for the sake of readability and accessibility of the discus-
sion to a wider- than- academic public, with perhaps some apologies for the more 
methodologically minded readers, and of course offer an open solicitation for 
more technical engagement beyond the confines of the book.

To be clear, the goal  here is not to test how much impact academic- speak about 
the global city has in practice. Nor is it about tallying the most popu lar ideas, find-
ing the most well- known scholars, or drawing a strict line between the urban re-
searcher as thinker and the urban practitioner as doer. Practically, in fact, I 
account for many scholars as part of that very global urban elite in some ways at 
least. Rather, the main aim of this book is very much one of capturing the com-
plexity of what it means to be (and become) “global” for a city beyond a trope, that 
of the “global city,” and into its subtleties,  toward a more refined understanding of 
the (global) urban imagination that drives the development of places like Singa-
pore, Sydney, and Dubai. I take a se lection of the key ideas supporting global city 
research and juxtapose them in a disaggregated way against the ways key elites are 
shaping urban development, from planners and architects to government officers 
and corporate man ag ers or, indeed, local academics, to guide the investigation of 
the way we speak of and imagine global cities. The aim of this approach is to en-
courage a greater appreciation for what unites practice and theory and academic 
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tradition, and to encourage the circulation of ideas as to the globalization of urban 
settlements, as I advocate for a progressive and yet engaged agenda for global city 
thinking. In that, this is a book of conversations and about conversations, sprin-
kled with snapshots of viewpoints about the urban development, and indeed the 
global urban imagination, of a trio of cities few would dispute are now relatively 
global presences onto the world atlas.

My inquiry started with curiosity as to the ways elites speak of global cities, as 
my influential interlocutor did, and their alignment (or not) with the scholarship 
 behind this concept. It eventually evolved, as several chapters of the book seek to 
illustrate, into an inquiry into the imagination that stands  behind this global city- 
speak and diverse urban aspirations that bolster it. Imagination, the (symbolic) 
power to cast and recast its orientation, and the  future (of cities as well as of global-
ization) are key themes of the book. They emerge jointly, in my view, as that field of 
the pos si ble where a more progressive and cosmopolitan way of thinking about 
the “global” in the “global city” can be found, fought, and socialized not just by 
rejecting the elites altogether but by taking a proactive stance in driving their fo-
cus by speaking a common language and promoting a diff er ent kind of urban as-
pirations. This is, I am sure, likely a minority view of action research and scholarly 
activism. Yet it is also, as I stress across the book, no critique or dismissal of the 
power of other forms of activism. Rather, perhaps owing to my bias  toward diplo-
macy and negotiation as forms of interventions into politics, my proposal for a 
cosmopolitan, progressive, and engaged scholarship of the global city should be 
read as but a  viable alternative to  these at the very least.

Undoubtedly, the events of 2020 and the global health crisis that ground to a 
halt many of the globalizing connections spotlighted in this book pose a funda-
mental question as to  whether the “ recipes” I discussed in Singapore, Sydney, 
and Dubai could  really work in the long run. Dubai’s viability as a global hub is 
yet again into question, while Sydney and Singapore confront hard locked- down 
economic downturns and deep questions about their dependence on global cir-
cuits of capital. This work, fortunately or unfortunately, was completed between 
the last few months of 2019 and the very outset of the crisis. To that extent, I 
chose neither to alter the heart of the study, the subject of the vignettes and ex-
periences narrated  here, nor to  hazard far- fetched predictions on the  future of 
cities as we know it in a now so often invoked “post- COVID world.” I hope this 
exercise in understanding global city- speak and imagination, and in account-
ing for the symbolic power of an idea that charted much of the trajectory of 
urban development in the twentieth and early twenty- first centuries,  will serve 
as both a lesson as to how we got  here and a more nuanced guide for where we 
might go next. In that spirit, I invite you to jump in with feet on the ground in 
Singapore, on an eve ning in the early 2000s.
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World Cities Summit: Singapore, 6:00 p.m.

 Every other year since 2010, the World Cities Summit has taken place in Singa-
pore’s iconic Marina Bay Le Sands, where an international plethora of urban de-
velopment dignitaries gather to celebrate and share ideas about the prosperity of 
cities. Awarding a “world city prize” in the name of Singapore’s founder, Lee Kuan 
Yew, the event embodies a now well- established way of looking at a fast- urbanizing 
planet via the lens of “world” or “global” cities: places that are highly connected 
across national bound aries, turnstiles of global logistics, and home to cosmopoli-
tan socie ties. The summit is an apt chance to meet  these cities in person. This year 
the awardee is the Colombian city of Medellin, represented by characteristic shots 
of its overbuilt hilly barrios and the Metrocable gondola lift system towering 
above the city’s suburbs. The Colombian metropolis is joined at the summit by a 
number of honorable mentions including Toronto and Sydney, recognized as 
“facilitat[ing] the sharing of best practices in urban solutions that are easily repli-
cable across cities.”1  These are widely recognized as “global” cities: focal points of 
globalization in an age where our planet is increasingly urbanized.

Of course, having researched the term “global city” and its characteristics for 
quite some time in my  career, I remain healthily skeptical of what this global 
city- speak conveys. Yet I am also captured by the grip this idea has had on the 
built environment profession at large over the past few de cades.2 Perhaps most 
famously depicted in British geographer Sir Peter Hall’s The World Cities 
(1966) and in Saskia Sassen’s The Global City (1991), it is in a way scholarly jargon 
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that has gone mainstream—or at least it is a clear bridge between the dusty 
pages of academic volumes and the shiny leaflets of elite urbanist gatherings. In 
chatting with some of the summit participants, I am assured this is not just 
branding. “We take  these urban theories very seriously,” one of three Singapor-
ean ministers pre sent at the ceremony tells me during the event’s reception.  There 
is a complex relation between the way the academe conceives of  these concepts 
and the shape they take in the words, deeds, and aspirations of  those who build 
 these very cities. “University- speak may be quite incomprehensible, but the 
ideas of global city making, of a global form of urban practice . . .  , well  those 
are  there to be seen all over the world,” continues an Australian development 
specialist contracted to the City of Sydney who is enjoying a glass of wine with 
us. What we are talking about  here is the sense that the global city, as an idea, 
conveys more than a  simple slogan. Embedded in it are numerous assumptions 
about the way cities  ought to be and, in fact, are built in the twenty- first  century. 
This is, in short, a “global urban” imagination.3

A few minutes  later, I am in a quiet corner of the  hotel, scribbling some of 
 these thoughts in my small field note pad, only to notice a colleague nearby who 
is intent on the same act and subtly giving away her academic identity, as only 
scholars do when they see each other in the field.  Later identifying herself as a 
fellow doctoral researcher hailing from an Ivy League institution, she introduces 
herself and admits to overhearing part of my  earlier conversation. In an act of 
academic comradery, she dismissingly whispers to me, “Oh  these  people.” 
The summit, like many other now- well- established events in what is perhaps a 
regular conference- based marketplace of global city ideas, is ripe with citable 
quotes and signifiers for an urban researcher trying to make sense of cities in a 
time when the lives of urban dwellers all over the planet are not just intercon-
nected by globalization but often de cided by elites. It is a prime repre sen ta tion 
of the po liti cal economy of a power ful idea such as that of the global city and its 
grip on the way major con temporary hubs of globalization like Singapore are 
being developed and governed.

Except that the global city is not just an idea. Perhaps more correctly it is a 
field of urban imagination that gazes globally rather than locally. In a sense, as 
Donald McNeill fittingly put it, it is a more of a “genre writing” represented by 
the likes of Hall, Sassen, and many  others, and one that can demonstrate more 
than a  century of scholarly lineage.4 To many in urban studies (across planning, 
geography, and architecture, for instance), it is directly associated with the 
social and spatial reconfiguring of internationally connected places, and of 
course their inequalities. It evokes a sense not just of turnstiles of the world’s 
economy, as Hall put it in his 1966 book, but also of the socioeconomic implica-
tion of globalization on cities, with its polarization between the haves and the 



more closely together to save valuable research 
documents that are in danger of being con-
signed to the dumpster.

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

My writing of history was based on finding 
endangered documents not in a library but 
in a basement. A renowned urban historian 
sent me to this basement knowing the city 
sought a long-term renter for the property. 
These records, with historical but no monetary 
value, would incur an unbudgeted expense to 
the city to curate and were to be discarded. 
Fortunately, my research enabled me to get 
the word out. Much of this material has been 
preserved pending eventual curation. I would 
like to see municipalities and historians work 

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

My first two books were purely historical 
studies. The real challenge with this, my third 
book, was learning how to write a narrative 
that is part history, based on found and ex-
isting documents, and part autobiography. 
The challenges were many. Where should I 
stop being a historian and just be “Ann”, the 
protagonist of a decades-long battle to return a 
floating pool to New York Harbor? How should 
I deal with my personal relationships with 
people who are still alive? Where and when 
should I include my feelings when I was the 
one making history?

“My favorite anecdote is how I discovered my 
topic, the history of New York City’s floating 
baths, while up to my ankles in rat excreta.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
ANN BUTTENWIESER
author of The Floating Pool Lady

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

My favorite anecdote from my research is how 
I discovered my topic, the history of New York 
City’s floating baths, while up to my ankles in 
rat excreta and decades of dust at the Battery 
Maritime building in lower Manhattan. Here 
sat over a century of forgotten and derelict file 
cabinets containing aging maps and flaking 
handwritten letters and reports. Who would 
know that I would find pure historical gold 
and my obsession for the next decade in this 
unlikely place?





communicated in a way that is clear.

when we first started the research.

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

Legal archival material—such as statutes, ordi-
nances, court opinions, and transcripts of trial 
records—are a great source of information that 
often clarifies what one finds from reading 
traditional correspondence and newspaper 
accounts. Historians of local government and 
the environment could very profitably make 
more use of such primary material than they 
often do today. Some of it is technical or ab-
struse, but it can usually be “translated” and 

the original was still in an unopened envelope 
in Washington; after further machinations, it 
was rescinded.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

We did not investigate the circumstances sur-
rounding the choice of the location in Chicago 
for the World’s Columbian Exposition—the 
famous 1893 World’s Fair—until well into the 
final research for the book. It turned out to be 
quite illuminating in terms of identifying the 
main antagonists over the future of the lake-
front—the Illinois Central Railroad and the 
Michigan Avenue property owners. It would 
have been helpful to see this more clearly 

“At a stop in Pennsylvania, he was stunned to 
see a Chicago newspaper announcing the trans-

fer’s approval.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
JOSEPH KEARNEY & THOMAS MERRILL
author of Lakefront

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

In 1897 an emissary travelled to Washington 
to ensure that the area of Chicago now known 
as Streeterville would not be handed over to a 
group of shady speculators with a novel legal 
claim. After receiving assurances from the 
brand-new presidential administration, he 
boarded a return train to Chicago. At a stop 
in Pennsylvania, he was stunned to see a Chi-
cago newspaper announcing the transfer’s 
approval. The government land commissioner 
had authorized the transfer, and had leaked a 
copy to the speculators. Scandal ensued, but 



Over the course of the next twelve months we will publish more 
than fifteen new books in the field of Urban studies. You can find 
these, as well as all Urban studies books previously published by 
Cornell University Press and its imprints on our website. Either use 
your smartphone camera to scan the QR code below or visit
cornellpress.cornell.edu/subjects/urban-studies to see our exten-
sive list.

If you are a Cornell University Press author and would like to have 
your work featured in the next issue of Urban Studies: A Cornell 
University Press Magazine please contact the marketing depart-
ment.


