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Abstract: David Dinkins was the first African American mayor in New York City history. While some consider his mayoralty to be a failure, his symbolic presence in that position was of great benefit to the minority population of the city as it served as an inspiration, particularly to young, African Americans that they, in the future, could become more than merely symbolic leaders. It is clear from the research conducted that New York presents an interesting case study, which, upon further examination, will show the importance of coalitions and of political incorporation for minorities across the United States. These coalitions can ensure minority representation in government, that policies are enacted to increasingly benefit the minority populations, and that there are more appointments made within government that allow our representative bodies to reflect the diversity of our nation. While only a preliminary study, I believe that it will assist in the research not only at the local level but at the national level as well, and with an African American running for President, it will be interesting to see who will comprise the biracial, multiethnic coalitions he will need to support his candidacy. 
Introduction

The long and terrible history of racial domination in the United States has twice led to great national movements, prolonged conflict, and death and destruction. The movement to abolish slavery finally achieved the Fourteenth Amendment but failed to secure for the former slaves the rights of citizens. Nearly a century later, the civil rights movement endeavored to span the chasm between the ideals of democracy and political equality and the American practice of extreme inequality, violent suppression, and denial of the most fundamental rights and liberties for people of African descent – the right to vote, the right to equal treatment before the law, the rights of free speech and assembly (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003a, 3). 
Into this world of the civil rights movement and black protest many of today’s politicians were born. Amazingly the fight continues today at all levels of personal, social, and political life. It is especially apparent in local politics where minorities have been making slow but steady inroads into the white dominated political system. These inroads did not come easily and today even in the most liberal of cities, there is backward momentum. What has caused this? 
This project will use the example of New York City, a Democratic Party stronghold, to answer the following questions. First, how are liberal cities in the United States still incapable of practicing the rhetoric of inclusion and equality despite what they preach? Second, is New York really an anomaly in the United States? Third, was David Dinkins mayoralty truly a failure? Finally, what implications are there for biracial coalitions and the theory of political incorporation?

Overall, researchers studying the effects of minority action at the local level have found a great deal of fragmentation among the groups that make up the biracial or multiethnic coalitions.
 This fragmentation is a major concern because coalitions are necessary to ensure minorities can get elected to public office. If these coalitions breakdown there will be little chance of ensuring a representative number of minorities are seen in positions of power at the local level, much less at the national level. I expect to find, through this research, that New York is an anomaly in the United States as its size, diversity, and liberal leanings should have resulted in diversity in its public officials, which has yet to be achieved. I also believe that I will find that David Dinkins mayoralty was an overall a failure. However, there will be findings that his symbolic presence as the first African American mayor of New York City provided a service for African Americans (especially the young) by showing that it was possible for him to get elected. Finally, the coalitions built in New York in 1989 are not the best organization on which to base political incorporation theory. These coalitions were based on a single man, who was unable to live up to the expectations placed on him. Coalitions need to be based around common interests and strong beliefs so that they last longer than a single candidate’s tenure in office.

Racial Politics and U.S. Cities: The African American Mayor and the City
The members of the civil rights movement worked with passion and commitment to obtain equal rights for minorities within this county. While a great deal was achieved (such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Equal Opportunity Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965),
 during the 1970s the movement, with many of its goals reached, began to slowly diminish (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003a; Sears et al. 2000). During its early phase, minorities had been able to count on white support to help them obtain their fundamental civil rights, however, such support was not to be found in the pursuit of an “economic agenda that beckoned after federal power had been applied to voting registration and the integration of schools and universities” (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003, 4; Kaufmann 2004b). As more conservative presidents came to power, those organizations,
 which were most supportive of black civil rights lost their special connection to the government and slowly reduced their activities (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003a). 

Nevertheless, biracial and multiracial coalitions have formed in cities all over the country and have become political forces strong enough to elect increasing numbers of minorities to public leadership positions on city councils and even within the mayor’s mansion. While such activity creates a ray of hope for the future, the infighting that often occurs among minorities in their search for power and recognition can result in these coalitions losing their political viability (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003a). 

Within the United States the representation of minorities in positions of local power are nowhere near representative of their increasing population growth (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003a; Kaufmann 2005). This has always been the case when new minorities are attempting to come to power.
 As a result, there is a need to depend on “intergroup support and alliances” (Adler 2001, 2). ADDIN EN.REFLIST  However, the case of African American political fortunes is not as simple as that of mere group succession because of the “persistent influence of racism in American urban society, the experience of African American politicians stand apart from those of their ethnic predecessors, particularly with regard to governance itself” (Adler 2001, 2-3).

According to Adler, in the late twentieth century three shifts occurred which “set the stage for the election of African American mayors, simultaneously shaping their political fortunes” (2001, 4). The first was demographic. During the 1960s and 1970s African Americans began flocking to urban areas effectively remaking the urban electorate while, on the other hand, whites were fleeing the city to the suburbs. This change resulted in a kind of segregation between minorities and whites but it also resulted in greatly increased political power for African American voters (Adler 2001; Sears et al. 2000; Halle 2003a). 

Second, were the profound changes to the organization of the urban economy as manufacturing jobs were outsourced overseas as big business sought lower labor costs. Jobs disappeared, downtowns became economically and socially depressed, and cities were ultimately impoverished (Gladstone and Fainstein 2003). While inner city African Americans were losing everything, they were also being taxed to a greater extent than ever before to make up for the freefall in the local economy caused by the loss of industries (Adler 2001; Gladstone and Fainstein 2003; Rich 2007). As a result of how hard their communities were hit, African American public officials created campaigns centered on economic improvements, but inevitably to get elected, white support was needed given the small African American electoral base (Adler 2001; Colburn 2001). A combined electoral coalition of white and minority voters created certain problems, as it required a delicate balancing of competing needs (Adler 2001). Crime was another problem for African American mayors as it required a balance between the law and order often demanded by white residents and the desire not to turn police officers on their own neighbors and supporters. Two separate messages were often needed in order to gain the support of whites as well as minorities (Colburn 2001).

Third, were certain political and institutional problems which were particularly obstructionist for African American mayors. These basically involved hostile police departments and intransigent city council members. There was little that could be done about this as “African American mayors lacked the range of patronage positions that, in other eras, had cemented political coalitions” (Adler 2001, 11). 

Relations have improved over time. It took white voters a while to realize that black candidates and a possible black voting majority were here to stay and were gaining in power, but once they accepted this, white support began to grow (Colburn 2001). As more and more African American politicians were elected to office the idea was no longer unusual and those who once opposed this were somewhat more comfortable with the idea. This is not to suggest that race is still not a factor in elections because it does continue to play a major role. Therefore, “the process of racial advancement in urban politics…remains a mixed one. The electoral process in cities with African American mayors points to some positive developments, but it also denotes the persistence of race and the nation’s continuing struggle with its great dilemma” (Colburn 2001, 47). Despite these difficulties and hurdles and the problems still to be resolved: “The greatest change in twentieth-century urban politics in the Snowbelt as well as the Sunbelt has been the coming to power of blacks” (Bernard 1990, 16). 

Data and Methods

These preliminary steps are only the first in a series, which will lead to the completion of a larger project. At this juncture, the research is based on a qualitative analysis of the literature and findings in New York City politics, mayoral politics, biracial coalitions, and political incorporation theory. In the near future, this research will be expanded through the collection of a variety of information in order to answer the above-asked questions. First, in order to focus more closely on whether New York City is an anomaly among the other large, liberal cities in the United States, data will be collected on large liberal cities (focusing on population, racial diversity, policies enacted for the benefit of minorities, and use Browning, Marshall, and Tabb’s model in order to consider the possibility of minority empowerment and political incorporation) for comparison with New York City (such as, Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, San Francisco, Baltimore, and Boston). Second, in order to determine if David Dinkins mayoralty was truly a failure, I will assemble New York City public opinion poll data collected from 1989 to 1993, New York City media coverage from 1989 to 1993, and conduct interviews of New York City public officials involved during the period of 1989 to 1993, especially interviews of David Dinkins and his staff members. This information will show how the public viewed his mayoralty, how the media portrayed his mayoralty (which most likely affected how the public viewed him as mayor), and it will also allow me to obtain the inside information from the Dinkins staff on their views regarding their tenure in the mayor’s mansion. This research I believe will support the conclusions I come to in this initial project. Finally, from this research I think I will be able to draw clear implications for the future of biracial coalitions and the theory of political incorporation. It will be clear that without the ability to move beyond the differences among races with common interests, it will not be possible to ensure that minority politicians are elected to the degree they should be with regard to their representation in the population and ensure that they are effective leaders with strong support that will back their policies and their tenure in office. Without the ability to move beyond the perceived grievances among multiple races and ethnicities, I do not believe that it will be possible for a minority public official to have the strong biracial, multicoalition support, which is necessary for efficacy in office.
New York: The Great Anomaly

New York is considered a great political anomaly – it does not act as a city of its great size, diverse population, and liberal leanings ought to act in the election of individuals to political office. Caucasians represent only 35 percent of the population and yet they are overrepresented on all of the city’s governing bodies (Mollenkopf 2003). The large minority electorate has allowed two mayors (Ed Koch and Rudolph Giuliani) to come to power who governed with very little concern for the minority population. These mayors won their seats with the help of their core constituencies (mainly conservative white voters) and proceeded to fill the positions in their inner circle without a thought of including any members of the large minority population in the city. Their policies and actions could be seen as actually governing against minority interests. While they “did not ignore or completely fail to respond to the needs, wants, and interests of the city’s black and Latino residents…they often crafted their responses to circumvent or subordinate minority leadership, not to empower it” (Mollenkopf 2003, 117). Why has New York, the most liberal of all of the big cities in America, allowed itself to become the example of failed minority empowerment? This is what we must consider.

Browning, Marshall, and Tabb’s (1984) theory of minority empowerment focuses on the “interplay between minority protest and the formation of an insurgent political coalition that can win mayoral elections” (Mollenkopf 2003, 116). For such a coalition to exist, white liberals must join with active minority groups in order to displace the white coalition that presently exists. Once this has taken place, the government is much more likely to be responsive to minority interests. When no such coalition has come into existence or none have been successful, the conservative white voters have the power, and they use it, to elect officials who will “continue to resist policy changes even in the face of minority protest” (Mollenkopf 2003). To ensure a successful biracial coalition, a city has to have high levels of “past minority political mobilization and the likelihood that white voters would support minority political advancement” (Mollenkopf 2003, 116).
 Another important component of a biracial or multiracial coalition is a history of good working relationships between black and white leaders as this fosters an air of collaboration amongst the groups based on prior levels of trust. 

Based on this framework, it is apparent that New York has all of the raw materials necessary to “win office and bring about minority political incorporation” (Mollenkopf 2003, 117). First, the 2000 Census Report reports that minorities increased from 37 percent in 1970 to 65 percent in 2000.  Second, each of the different ethnic groups making up this 65 percent have all had long histories of mobilization for electoral politics and protests. Third, white voters in New York are more liberal than in other cities in the United States and more open to government programs than would be normally expected. They often vote for those candidates, regardless of race, who are supported by the minority voters. Finally, minority and white elites and leaders have a long history of working together through “electoral politics, trade unions, social service agencies, and civic organizations” (Mollenkopf 2003, 118).
 In fact, early victories for minorities at the local government level gave hope that such a lasting coalition would be created resulting in the incorporation of minority political power in New York City government.
 However, this was not to be.

The Birth of the Great Anomaly
There are three major explanations, which are purported to be the likely reasons for New York’s continued existence as “the great anomaly.” First, there is a very strong machine political culture that exists within the city. Machine politics, for the most part, has slowed minority empowerment throughout the United States. Nevertheless, within New York City it provided the “main channel through which minority politicians have achieved upward mobility” (Mollenkopf 2003, 123; Kaufmann 2004a; Thompson 2006). While New York is considered to be a reformed city, i.e. the city is no longer controlled by political machine (Tammany Hall); the political mentality of political organizations is based on machine politics (McNickle 1993). Within the city “regular county party organizations, which locals call ‘the machine’ or ‘the regulars,’ exert a strong and persistent, if incomplete, hold on minority politics in New York’s five boroughs” (Mollenkopf 2003, 124). These organizations cannot hold a candle to old-time machine politics but nevertheless they have proven strong enough to “exercise considerable influence over the city and state’s decision-making centers and constrain Manhattan-based reform” (Mollenkopf 2003, 125). The existence of these organizations has not only promoted the careers of the loyal but has also ensured that insurgents are firmly absorbed into the fold. While such an organization is beneficial for minority politicians as they have a core base of support, no insurgent coalition is able to gain support (Kaufmann 2004a). Finally, even regular Democrats (of all colors and ethnicities) have learned to use patronage in order to reward supporters and punish insurgents; these are the methods that were at one time used to “foster minority political incorporation” (Mollenkopf 2003, 125). 

Second, New York City is no longer as accepting of the tenets of liberalism as it was in the 1960s and 1970s for the following reasons. First, the insurgents (both white reformers and black insurgents) who once led the charge for equality, incorporation, and biracial coalitions have been absorbed into the reigning political establishment of the day and no longer have the incentive to move against the political hierarchy (Mollenkopf 2003). Second, demographic changes “undermined white leadership in the labor movement” (Mollenkopf 2003, 123). These changes as well as “generational aging, and racial and ethnic succession had largely pushed whites out of leadership of the trade unions and other organizations that had nurtured the old left” (Mollenkopf 2003, 127). Finally, the campaigns of Messinger in 1997 and Green in 2001 proved that minorities were no longer willing to accept a white reformer as the head of their electoral coalitions. Overall, this shows that “minority political empowerment no longer clearly advances the political interests of white liberals in New York” (Mollenkopf 2003, 123-124). Instead, “minority advancement in a number of different public positions, unions, and private organizations…has displaced white liberal leadership” (Mollenkopf 2003, 124).

Finally, New York’s minorities are more diverse than ever before which has the potential to create division and competition among minority groups. As it is, when African Americans and Latinos have a candidate for the same office they tend to vote for the candidate along racial lines rather than supporting one or the other in an effort to ensure a minority candidate is successful over a Caucasian candidate (see Kaufmann 2004b). It is very difficult to take on the task of uniting these groups. While the term “people of color” may group them together on the surface, such a grouping is not realistic. As Mollenkopf states: “not only is each group divided between natives and immigrants, they all live in different neighborhoods across the five counties that make up New York City, and thus have different political centers of gravity” (2003, 124). This is not the heterogeneous group that many like to pretend it is. While it is true that all of these minority groups have been disadvantaged when compared with whites, they also have experienced a great deal of disparity among themselves (Kaufmann 2003b). 

When all of these issues are considered in tandem it is not surprising that New York has not become the bastion of liberal ideology as many had expected. In fact, it is amazing that an African American mayor could be elected in such a city. We now turn to how this momentous occasion was possible.
The Election of David Dinkins: First African American Mayor of New York City

In the 1970s and 1980s, the Democratic organizations responsible for the selection and promotion of minority candidates for office could not find a candidate they were willing to support or one that had the ability to draw in black voters and build coalitions with other minority groups and white liberals. While weak black candidates were put forward, there was not much support from the organization or the community for these individuals. In fact, Mayor Koch (Dinkins predecessor and an abrasive man not well known for his favorable race relations with his minority constituents) was still receiving the majority of their vote up until 1985 (Mollenkopf 2003; Brecher and Horton 1993). Then, in 1988, Jesse Jackson’s ability to receive a “plurality of New York City’s votes in the Democratic presidential primary…showed that a black candidate might be able to win a Democratic mayoral primary in 1989” (Mollenkopf 2003, 129). This victory in combination with other black mayoral victories in different parts of the country in the early 1980s inspired Koch’s minority opponents (McNickle 1993). 

Second, Dinkins had been fortunate enough to play a leading role on Jackson’s presidential campaign and in that time gained even more political experience and connections. His position led him to gain numerous supporters for his future campaign by “uniting the previously divided black leadership and winning over many Latinos and white liberals” (Mollenkopf 2003, 130). He also garnered the support of the unions and white reform clubs that supported Jackson. Furthermore, he was able to capitalize on the draw Jackson had on the Latino population and turn this into support for his mayoral campaign.

In trying to maintain support from all these diverse groups, Dinkins often found himself walking a tightrope. In order to ensure that no one block of supporters received more attention than another, he conducted a two level campaign, one at city level, the other at the level of the black community. He had different messages for both of these levels and was very “careful to prevent his message to black residents from becoming publicized citywide and perhaps alienating supporters in the liberal white and Latino communities” (Colburn 2001, 40-41).

Third, was the elimination of the Board of Estimate.
 When this body existed it acted as a blockade to “citywide black organization and black mayoral candidacy were put in the shadow by the contradictory, more dramatic, and closer-to-home borough campaigns of Harlem and Brooklyn politicians” (Thompson 2006, 191). Once the Board of Estimate was gone and the borough president could no longer be the source of power for local black political factions, “a unified, citywide black mayoral victory became possible” (Thompson 2006, 191). 

Fourth, was the fact that Mayor Koch was his own worst enemy and seemed to help Dinkins in his bid for mayor against him. This was mainly due to a violent downswing in his approval rating in 1987 which was the result of a combination of scandals and Koch’s own inability to say the right thing at the right time. The former refers to a number of scandals which erupted within his administration leading to numerous resignations and even a suicide among people closely tied to him (Brecher and Horton 1993; Kaufmann 2004a; McNickle 1993). The latter deals with a string of events from 1988 to 1989, which resulted in a deepening racial divide within the city. Instead of dealing with the situation appropriately, Mayor Koch continued to make “frequent pronouncements…that many observers thought were insensitive and racially polarizing” (Mollenkopf 2003, 130; Brecher and Horton 1993; McNickle 1993). Many minorities became even more dissatisfied with him and mobilized to ensure that others went out to the polls to choose a different candidate (Brecher and Horton 1993; Kaufmann 2004a). 

Overall, the citizens of New York City were tired of the many racial incidents they were forced to endure and Dinkins was seen as a racial healer (Siegel 1997, 180). He was able to win the primary through a coalition of black, liberal white, and Latino voters (see Thompson 2006). In the general election he managed to narrowly beat his opponent by “maintaining his position with blacks and white liberals, increasing his Latino support, and retaining a quarter of the white Catholic and Jewish Democratic vote” (Mollenkopf 2003, 130). Unfortunately, his election was the high point in his mayoralty as almost as soon as he took office things began to go downhill and they never recovered. To his dismay, the coalition and mass support that had backed his election did not follow him into Gracie Mansion. 

The Failure of the Dinkins Mayoralty 

It is quite apparent that Dinkins would not have been elected as mayor without the “unity and mobilization of the black electorate, mirrored in virtually unanimous support from black elected officials” (Mollenkopf 2003, 130). It was also crucial that “half of the white liberals and a quarter of the white ethnic Democrats reported voting for a black nominee” (Mollenkopf 2003, 130). However, his ability to triumph over his opponents with this multiethnic coalition did not translate into a “durable governing coalition” (Mollenkopf 2003, 131).

First, New York City went through a recession from 1989 to 1992 and Dinkins was forced to increase taxes and reduce spending, even to those constituencies, which had faithfully supported him during his campaign (Kaufmann 2004a). 
Second, crime rates were on the rise and he was forced to use the political capital he did have to put more police officers on the streets hence all of the “budget increases… were flowing to communities that had not supported him” (Mollenkopf 2003, 131). 

Third, the racially polarizing events that began at the end of the Koch era continued into his mayoralty. While such occurrences helped get him elected, his inability to control them caused a reduction in his support as whites became increasingly disappointed with his lack of action (Kaufmann 2004a). Dinkins had portrayed himself in his campaign as a conciliator who would be able to heal all of the broken pieces of New York City (Rich 2007). However, he was soon to discover how difficult it was to be the healer for a large and diverse city when two severe racial incidents took place within two years of each other, the first occurring not long after he took office. The first incident dealt with the boycott of a Korean Market by African Americans and the second with the accidental death of an African American boy by a Hasidic Jew in Crown Heights. These two racially polarizing events were Dinkins chance to show that he was capable of living up to the hype of a healer (Rich 2007). He was incapable of doing so. Rather, in response to both of these situations he was slow to act and when he finally did respond he failed to find the most appropriate way of doing so. His dithering made a bad situation even worse, yet the escalating violence did not seem to faze him (Halle 2003b; Siegal 1997). His poor response to these situations resulted in a “picture of a black mayor who cared little about violence perpetrated against other minority groups” (Biles 2001, 143). These events haunted him throughout his tenure in office and during his reelection campaign they were “dramatic reminders of the continuing volatility in the city’s race relations” (Biles 2001, 145). These events “gradually eroded Dinkins’s reputation as an effective architect of compromise” (Biles 2001, 145). When he had the opportunity to show his moral leadership skills and his ability to govern he did nothing (Siegel 180). He never fully recovered from this blow to his authority.

Fourth, the elimination of the Board of Estimate made Dinkins the most powerful mayor in contemporary New York history (Siegel 2005). However, this was never to be as he was “never able to seize the powers handed to him” (Siegel 2005, 36). He also proved himself to be “temperamentally ill-equipped to govern” because of his lack of interest in policymaking, preferring to leave such matters to the “experts” (Siegel 2005, 36).

Fifth, Dinkins never learned how to use the media to his advantage. On many occasions, he had the opportunity to “win the contest of words that follow controversial events” and frame the issues at hand rather than having either his opponents or the press frame them out of his control. Yet he never seemed able to grasp this moment to take control of press coverage, sell his side of the story to the public, and hence turn the situation around to his advantage (Rich 2007). This would not have been as great of a problem if he had had a supportive press which helped him to “convince the public that the mayor did the right thing or that he intended to do the right thing,” however, he did not receive that support and he soon watched his image slowly collapse as the press took over framing the issues (Rich 2007, 125). The media was able to personalize Dinkins’ tenure without any opposition from him and was able use his administration as a reminder of the “emotionally charged racial history of New York while downplaying the economic conditions that led to the city’s fiscal crisis” (Rich 2007, 206).

Sixth, in line with his inability to control the media, were the continuous personal stories about him that detracted from his ability to govern as it reduced his supporters’ belief in his ability to perform well. There was the fact that he had not paid his income tax in a number of years (which was quickly taken care of). Other stories circulated about his love for expensive clothes (tuxedos and suits). This image of a “man with expensive tastes was sinking into the mind of the electorate” (Rich 2007, 54). But it was the pictures and stories of him playing tennis that framed his prevailing image as the idea of a “black man in white shorts, playing tennis, was seen as incongruous to a working-class, white constituency. Being photographed with his racket may have suggested that he was not paying attention to his job” (Rich 2007, 54). The press was touting the idea that Dinkins was a poor manager, a tax cheat, and a dandy. By the time his reelection campaign began the prevailing image of Dinkins in the media was one of a “nice man out of his depth” (Rich 2007, 196). The public no longer wanted the nice guy rather they “preferred a tough guy who could deal with crime” (Rich 2007, 196).

Finally, the election of a “black man as mayor of a major American city builds up extraordinarily high expectations from his black constituents that cannot be satisfied” (Nelson and Meranto 1977, 339). While he was concerned with ensuring that the members of his coalition received what they expected for supporting him, he could not afford to do so given the state’s budget. The claims against him regarding the lack of patronage and awards were leveled against him for the rest of his time in office (Biles 2001).

In 1993, Dinkins lost to Rudolph Giuliani and “became the nation’s first breakthrough black mayor to lose office after only one term” (Mollenkopf 2003, 131). However, the race was exceptionally close just as it had been in the 1989 election which indicates that the “two election outcomes were largely based on a set of stable attitudes that were central to voter choice in both elections…racial attitudes were enormously salient in the 1989 contest, and the changes in political environment between 1989 and 1993 only enhanced this salience” (Kaufmann 2003a, 319). Middle-class white Catholics and Jews came out in strong support of Giuliani while Dinkins’ supporters were not as mobilized as they had been in the 1989 election. His main base of support, black voters, came out in reduced numbers as did Latinos and while white liberals continued to show their high level of civic duty, they did not as readily vote for Dinkins as they had in the prior election (Mollenkopf 2003; Kaufmann 2003a). 

This combination of factors resulted in his defeat. His biracial coalition did not have the longevity it needed to support him further than his initial election and the coalitions, which had been defeated in the 1989 election were able to rally again and put their support behind Giuliani. Dinkins inability to manage the budget crisis and the racially polarizing events also reduced his support from a great many areas, especially white liberals. Finally, his Latino support was also disappointed in his treatment of them as they felt he had allowed blacks to be favored over them with regard to redistricting and appointments. All bases of his coalition and support seemed to unravel in the few short years he was mayor of New York. 
Symbolism – Is it Enough?

As seems clear from the above research, David Dinkins was more of a figurehead than a true mayor. He was not able to pursue or implement many policies that benefited the minorities in the city, he did not appoint many minorities to positions within the local government, nor was he able to provide many substantive benefits for minorities. Therefore the question is whether it was worthwhile to have an African American mayor if that mayor is just going to be symbolic rather than of any practical use to those who support him. My answer to this question is yes; it is of benefit to have an African American mayor even if that mayor is a figure-head. Obviously this is not the ideal situation; one would prefer to have a mayor who has the power and ability to be of a true benefit to those who support him. However, if this is not the case at this point in our history, then I believe to have an African American mayor in office is of more benefit than to not have one at all. His/her presence allows the generations of young African Americans to strive towards something that they might one day aspire to themselves. This ensures that while the ideal situation may not be within our grasp at this point in our history, it will be in the future, because of the positions held by these figure-heads.
The Lessons for Biracial Coalitions and Minority Political Incorporation
Sonnenshein (1993) and Kauffman (2003b) lay the “development and maintenance of biracial, multiracial, or minority coalitions” at the feet of elite actors and their organizations and on the shoulders of mass beliefs and behavior (Kaufmann 2003b, 200). Elites have the responsibility of communicating values and objectives to the rest of the group and must be the “essential socializing force within and across racial and ethnic groups that can promote cultural, social, and political linkages” (Kaufmann 2003b, 200). This is essential in order to allow mass attitudes to be shaped and to create loyalty within the group and alliances with other groups. But this is not enough to sustain a broad coalition of minority groups as “durable political coalitions must be founded on mass belief systems that both accept and promote these elite agendas” (Kaufmann 2003b, 200).

One must also consider the Browning, Marshall, and Tabb theoretical approach when attempting to determine the lessons that can be learned from the creation of any biracial coalition or attempt at political incorporation. Because of New York’s uniqueness, there are two ways that this approach could be revised and extended in order to completely capture the way New York really is.

First, the process of succession discussed earlier is not merely a movement from white to black groups in New York; it is far more complicated. New York “shows that while a city can become less white, it does not necessarily become more black, and that while a biracial coalition may come to power, it may not be able to consolidate its position” (Mollenkopf 2003, 136). Urban politics is no longer based merely on blacks coming to power as the result of a consolidated base of their same racial group (Sonenshein 2003). This is about as likely to happen in New York City as the chances of having a black majority electorate because New York is an immigrant haven and therefore there will always be a great deal of racial and ethnic diversity.
 

New York also has shown how difficult it is to create long-lasting multiracial coalitions because of this diversity. There are many differences between the black and the Latino populations, which result in a desire for different things from government as well as for different things from their representatives (see Sonenshein 2003; Kaufmann 2003b). It is important to concentrate on the research that has been conducted on the perceived commonalities between the black and Latino groups in the United States as only from a “deeper understanding of the process by which Latinos come to feel close to African Americans” will long-lasting, stable coalitions be able to be built (Kaufmann 2003b, 199).

However, this may be easier said than done because competition among minority groups (be it over political power or economic opportunities) creates an enormous hurdle to the creation of biracial, multiethnic coalitions (Kaufmann 2005). While those minorities who share neighborhoods with one another recognize that they have a number of mutual interests, which would benefit from cooperation and combined action, the sense of competition among these groups “works at cross-purposes with the task of building multiracial unity in the political sphere” (Kaufmann 2005, 25; Kaufmann 2004b). Leaders in these different communities must come forward and attempt to work together in order to ensure that such things as “negative stereotypes and out-group resentments” are removed; if they fail to do so the “promise of greater minority empowerment seems all too uncertain” (Kaufmann 2005, 25). 

Kaufmann (2004b) also discusses the fact that group behavior seems to be motivated by short-term benefits (only care that one is signed up with the right coalition in order to get a piece of the minority pie).
 However, “the better payoff for Blacks and Latinos…may be to focus on a long-term coalition strategy whereby, overtime, and with growing mass support, they are able to build progressive governing coalitions that dole out more than symbolic gratification” (Kaufmann 2004b, 21). Minority leaders understand that to stay in power they must deliver what their constituents want and therefore have “somewhat rationally bound themselves to short-term considerations given the small pool of jobs and services available to them and their constituents” (Kaufmann 2004b, 21). However, the use of long-term inducements should be considered as it is important to have a “policy agenda that actually increases minority access to the real money and real power that local governments control…it seems a challenge well worth undertaking” (Kaufmann 2004b, 21).

Second, we must pay more attention to the “ways in which the institutions of a city’s political system shape the expression of group interests and allocate access and influence across groups” (Mollenkopf 2003, 138). In New York, the main concern is the continued existence of machine politics, which run the elections in particular districts and prevents insurgent members of the minority from having a voice. Also, “the elements of a would-be insurgent coalition need an organizational framework through which to build the trust and cooperation necessary to overcome their differences”; unfortunately, because of the entrenched nature of the Democratic Party in New York this does not seem likely to happen any time soon (Mollenkopf 2003, 138). 

It is clear that New York paints “a less optimistic picture about the future of biracial coalition politics, minority incorporation, and urban liberalism than Browning, Marshall, and Tabb offered…but if the goal of a more democratic, inclusive, and responsive city government has proven elusive in New York City, it is not impossible” (Mollenkopf 2003, 139). New York has taught us “progress toward this goal will depend on whether highly diverse racial, ethnic, and geographic locations can find new ways to engage in political dialogue, define common purposes that enable them to transcend group differences, and co-operate in practical politics” (Mollenkopf 2003, 139; Sonenshein 2003).

Conclusion

It is clear from this research and that which I will conduct, that New York as a large, liberal city in the United States is an interesting enigma. It has all of the necessary pieces to create a diverse group of public officials and yet is unable to make these pieces fit together. It will be clear through future research why New York differs so greatly from other large, liberal cities. It is also apparent that while David Dinkins mayoralty was a failure on a number of levels, his very position as the first African American mayor of New York was symbolically important as it allowed younger generations of minority youth to realize that they too could hold such a position and they could learn from his mistakes. Finally, it is clear that for biracial coalitions to remain in tact and for the theory of political incorporation to hold true, minority groups will have to move beyond fighting amongst themselves in order to work towards their common goals of ensuring increased minority representation, increased minority appointments, and increased policies enacted for the benefit of minorities.
Adler (2001) states the conundrum of African American mayors very well; they are “buffeted by the incendiary rhetoric of entrenched foes and the unrealistic expectations of loyal supporters” (10). As an African American, Dinkins faced problems specific to his race that would most likely not have caused as much problems for a white candidate (Thompson 2006). There was much he had to do in order to retain his legitimacy. He had to “avoid the suspicion that he, because he was black and trying to help blacks, was trying to shake up the city in a radical way that might cause a loss of investor confidence or racial turmoil and abandonment by close white allies” (Thompson 2006, 219). Unfortunately once Dinkins entered city hall he was “too busy responding to immediate crises to be able to form an effective civic coalition committed to his election and to counter effectively the power ramped against him” (Thompson 2006, 219). It is important to consider that “race was, in many respects, the significant factor in the failure of the coalition to bring about a second term for New York City’s first black mayor” (Thompson 2006, 219). 

While it is the case that:
Standing in 1960 and looking forward from the near-total exclusion of African, Latino and Asian-American people from government in the United States at that time, it would have seemed incredible that an African American could become a general in the U.S. Army, Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff, and Secretary of State or the powerful speaker of the California Assembly; or that blacks would be mayors of New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Washington, DC, Seattle, San Francisco, and many other cities (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003a, 5).
This does not mean that we have progressed beyond the mentality of the 1960s. Race is still a major factor in the election of African American mayors and, despite all of the other problems that mayors can face no matter the color of their skin, race still is a determining factor as to how they do their job and whether they keep it. This is something that must change in order to declare that we have truly moved beyond the idea of separate but equal into the realm of the open-minded and, I believe, the just rhetoric of the liberal tradition. All of these issues will become increasingly important in the upcoming presidential election as Senator Barack Obama runs for the Democratic nomination; it will be interesting to see how these issues, especially the concerns of biracial, multiethnic coalitions work at the national level. 
Endnotes


�According to Browning, Marshall and Tabb (2003a):


In many cities, biracial or multiethnic coalitions formed, and African Americans and Latinos rose from exclusion to positions of authority as mayors, council members, and top managers and administrators….Open conflict both within and between minority groups now represented in city governments has sometimes replaced the unity that was once attained when city government and its white powerholders were the common enemy (4). 


� On the heels of which the first campaigns for mayor by African American candidates were conducted in the North (Colburn 2001).


� These organizations included: the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and the Urban League.


� For example, it was rare for Irish Americans to have a majority of the local electorate backing them in the cities that they led (Adler 2001). This is definitely also the case for African Americans in a number of cities around the United States.


� Scholars have expanded on this idea by showing that it would be even more likely that whites would support the advancement of minorities in politics if by doing so it would also advance their own political interests (Mollenkopf 2003, 116; Sonenshein 1993).


� According to Mollenkopf (2003):


From this perspective, New York City should have been an early – and leading – case of biracial insurgency and minority political incorporation. It was not. New York did not elect an African American mayor until David Dinkins’s victory in 1989, and he was defeated after only one term. In many respects the key dynamic in New York City’s political culture since the mid-1960s has been a series of reactions by white politicians and voters against failed or stalled bids for minority political power and persisting divisions among potential challengers (117).


� Given these antecedent conditions, Browning, Marshall, and Tabb’s theoretical framework would lead us to expect that a liberal, insurgent, biracial coalition would have won the mayoralty in New York City in the early 1970s, and that this victory would have embedded minority political empowerment deeply into the New York City political system (Mollenkopf 2003, 119).


� The Board of Estimate was a government body responsible for the budget as well as for land use decisions.


� According to Mollenkopf (2003):


If racial division continues…and the racial divide comes to be defined as “black/non-black” instead of “white/non-white,” the prospects for black-led biracial or multiethnic coalitions may actually worsen. In the future, therefore, forming a dominant political coalition will depend on who can contrast broader and more complex coalitions than the relatively simple biracial ones (136) (see also Kaufmann 2005).


� The minority pie is a “bundle of jobs, contracts and appointments often earmarked for racial and ethnic minorities – is relatively inelastic; it doesn’t increase with demand, minority leadership doesn’t get you more of it, and, interestingly enough, white leadership typically doesn’t get you less of it” (Kaufmann 2004b, 8). These positions are given as a kind of bribe to minorities in exchange for their cooperation in keeping the system as unequal as possible, i.e. this placation allows the white elite to continue on with its highly lucrative agenda (Kaufmann 2004b). The other part of this pie is redistributive spending (such as welfare) which mostly is of benefit to the poor and working poor which always seems to be an insignificant amount of the budget.
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