
INTRODUCTION

Reform Cycles and  
Urban Political Development

This book presents a political history of Philadelphia explained in terms 
of reform cycles, or periods when new conceptions of the city and its 
purpose in the world inspired people to try to change the city govern-

ment. These reformers have sometimes portrayed themselves as fighting 
against a corrupt “machine” of politicians using the city government simply 
to enrich themselves. As a remedy, political scientists at the turn of the twen-
tieth century recommended such things as civil service, city managers, and 
smaller city councils. These reforms did not cure corruption but were wide-
ly adopted. 

After World War II, political scientists stopped making so many recom-
mendations and began studying cities as microcosms of how power func-
tioned in society; by the 1970s, this “community power” discussion was dis-
sipating, cities were mired in an “urban crisis,” and the academic literature 
fragmented into discussions of ungovernable cities, race and class conflict, 
and cities’ dependence on the larger political and economic system.1 By the 
1980s and 1990s, much of the urban politics literature focused on how busi-
ness and government cooperated to create “regimes” or “growth machines.”2 
Most recently, urbanist political scientists have returned both to issues of 
racial and economic inequality and to local parties and elections.3

In short, every generation of scholars has understood cities differently and 
thus developed new conceptual models to explain city politics. One result is 
a deficit in explanations of city politics across time—that is, urban political 
development. My goal, then, is to use one model to explain Philadelphia pol-
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itics over its 340-year existence. To do so, I borrow the Progressive Era term 
reform and expand it to describe a cyclical process that might also explain 
Philadelphia politics in the 1850s, 1880s, 1950s, 1990s, and 2010s. In my ex-
panded usage, a reform cycle includes all or most of the following: 

1. A new idea regarding the city and its purpose in the world 
2. Actors who attempt to take control of city government and reform it in  

the image of this new idea 
3. Actors conceived of as thwarting reform (the “machine”) 
4. Elections in which reformers gain some control over city government 
5. The implementation of ideas that transform the city to some degree 
6. Public recognition, typically provided through the press, that reform 

occurred

There is a necessary tension between imposing the same conceptual frame-
work (reform cycles) on different eras of Philadelphia politics and providing 
enough detail so that each era appears relatively unique. This is part of the 
nature of case-based research, and each reform cycle I identify should be 
understood in social scientific terms as a case study. All case studies are ne-
cessarily selective and subjective interpretations of events; what validates 
them is a qualitative and historical version of the scientific standard of rep-
licability, namely, the extent to which readers agree with my interpretations 
even when I have provided enough detail for alternate explanations.

My reform cycles model borrows from at least three well-known polit-
ical science models: Electoral realignments, the “multiple streams” approach, 
and punctuated equilibria. Electoral realignments occur when new issues cut 
across existing party cleavages. As parties respond to these issues they gain 
new adherents but alienate others, leading to broad shifts in electoral behav-
ior that usher in new party systems, which most textbooks demarcate by the 
“critical elections” of 1828, 1860, 1896, 1932, and 1968.4 Similar to the realign-
ment model, my conception of reform is cyclical, and the cycles in Philadel-
phia often mirrored national realignments, such as Philadelphians’ shift to 
Re publicans in the 1850s and 1860s and to Democrats in the 1950s—the latter 
described by political scientist James Sundquist as an “aftershock” of the 
national realignment in the 1930s.5 More generally, practically every reform 
cycle I identify herein is in some way connected to national politics but the 
nature of that connection has changed over time: While earlier reform cycles 
tended to reflect national party realignments, more recently, specific Demo-
cratic presidential candidates—most notably Howard Dean in 2004 and Ber-
nie Sanders in 2016—have catalyzed local political coalitions that survive past 
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the presidential campaigns and provide much of the momentum for local 
reform.

Key to my argument is that reform cycles depend on a continuous line 
of interrelated, reform-oriented organizations, stretching from the Board of 
Trade (BoT) in the 1840s to contemporary organizations such as Reclaim 
Philadelphia (Reclaim) and Philadelphia 3.0 (3.0), that have provided a steady 
stream of proposals and criticisms, forming what John Kingdon (the origi-
nator of the multiple streams approach) called the “policy primeval soup” 
from which the separate “streams” of problems, policies, and politics draw. 
These streams cross one another in largely random and unforeseeable mo-
ments that provide windows of opportunity for significant policy changes.6

Realignment theory defines regular cycles while the multiple streams ap-
proach emphasizes randomness and contingency, yet both frameworks as-
sume stable institutions such as elections and party systems. Looking at one 
city over a long stretch of time provides an opportunity for examining how 
such institutions emerged and how the shapes they took affected the city’s 
political development. Significant institutional changes that disrupt status 
quos are often described as “punctuated equilibria”:7 the classic example in 
Philadelphia being the period between 1838, the expansion in suffrage, and 
1854, when state law transformed Philadelphia from a 2-square-mile city into 
a 130-square-mile consolidated city-county. 

The 1854 consolidation was part of a reform cycle in which one set of elites, 
organized primarily through the BoT, reimagined the structure and func-
tions of the city. It also provided the institutional basis for a new form of pol-
itics by creating the wards that still serve as the basis for the city’s party sys-
tem, which was also transformed by expanded suffrage. It is also worth noting 
that Philadelphia’s political transformation in one fell swoop in 1854 distin-
guishes it from cities such as Boston, where territorial annexations were piece-
meal and smaller in scope.

The winning vote percentage in the general election for Philadelphia may-
or from 1839 to 2019 is provided in Figure I.1, which suggests that the 1854 
consolidation stabilized what had previously been wildly fluctuating election 
results. Mayoral elections became reasonably competitive—Republicans won 
eight out of thirteen elections between 1854 and 1887—until a strong Repub-
lican machine took control, after which the party won mayoral elections by 
landslides from 1891 to 1932, with the notable exceptions of 1907 and 1911.

Chapter 1 addresses Philadelphia’s development from 1682 up to the re-
form cycle that culminated in the 1854 consolidation; a new reform move-
ment that emerged in the 1870s, resulting in Samuel King’s election as may-
or in 1881 and a new city charter in 1885; and the Republican machine that 
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emerged in the 1880s and 1890s. Chapter 2 covers three twentieth-century 
re form cycles, starting with the mayoral elections of 1907, when incumbent 
John Weaver broke with the Republican Organization (sometimes simply 
known as the “Organization”), and of 1911, when reformer Rudolph Blanken-
burg was elected mayor. 

Republicans continued to win elections in the 1930s but by significantly 
smaller margins. Democrats, strengthened by federal patronage and new 
leadership, allied with reform organizations after World War II, culminating 
in a new reform cycle with the adoption of a new charter and the election to 
mayor of Democratic reformers Joseph Clark in 1951 and Richardson Dil-
worth in 1955 and 1959.* By most accounts, this reform cycle concluded in 
1962 when Dilworth resigned to run unsuccessfully for governor and was 
succeeded by city council president James Tate.

The 1950s also began the period of dramatic racial transition as Black 
people moved to Philadelphia in large numbers and white people left. De-

* Mayor Richardson Dilworth was my grandfather and namesake. He died when I was 
three years old, but my relation to him likely informs whatever unconscious biases I have 
when discussing Philadelphia politics. 

Winning candidate's vote %
in Philadelphia mayoral elections

Source: https://www.phila.gov/PHILS/Mayorlst.htm.
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Figure I.1 The percentage of the vote received by the winning candidate for 
mayor, 1839–2019. The percentage of the winning vote could fall below 50 
percent with more than two candidates running. (Graph by Jack Santucci. Data 
from the Department of Records, City of Philadelphia, available at www.phila.gov 
/PHILS/Mayorlst.htm. Accessed April 13, 2020.)
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spite Democrats’ continued dominance, issues surrounding race, crime, and 
economic decline provided for more competitive elections, reminiscent of 
the 1860s and 1870s. Narrower mayoral victories stretched from Tate’s first 
election in 1963 to Wilson Goode’s victory over Frank Rizzo in 1987. Dem-
ocratic reformers’ early embrace of civil rights, in the 1950s, allowed for bira-
cial political coalitions, and civil rights groups formed part of the broader 
reform movement though they also acted independently; Black politicians 
ran significant third-party mayoral campaigns in 1967, 1975, and 1979 (which, 
in part, explains the lower victory margins during these decades), and specif-
ically Black reform groups such as the Black Political Forum (BPF) emerged.

Reform cycles are, in part, socially constructed products of collective 
memory, reflected most obviously in press coverage. And, in Philadelphia, 
Black politicians had less initial success defining themselves as reformers. 
Mayor Goode, for instance, was a classic good-government technocrat and 
self-identified reformer who does not fit into the historical narrative as such, 
partly because of some notable policy blunders but also because local media 
discussed him more in terms of race rather than reform. By contrast, the 
white mayor elected in 1991 after Goode, Edward Rendell, defined the next 
reform cycle. Rendell is not remembered as a reformer and did not define 
himself as such, but his mayoralty represents a reform cycle for several rea-
sons. First, Rendell’s election was simultaneous to the election of a new 
Democratic president who ushered in a new technocratic reformist dialogue 
about “reinventing government” as opposed to the previous Republican ad-
ministrations during Goode’s mayoralty that emphasized the idea, as Rea-
gan put it, that “government is the problem.” Second, Rendell offered a new 
vision of Philadelphia focused on downtown entertainment and nightlife and 
a new vision of city government through his embrace of the reinventing gov-
ernment movement. Third, Rendell took a vocally combative stance against 
municipal unions that had in the 1970s emerged as a new form of political ma-
chine. And, fourth, he was widely hailed as having saved the city from near 
bankruptcy, which was itself often blamed on Goode.8

In Chapter 3, I cover twenty-first century Philadelphia politics through 
the mayoralties of John Street, Michael Nutter, and the current mayor Jim 
Kenney. Street’s narrow electoral victories are reminiscent of those from the 
1960s and 1970s, while Nutter and Kenney’s vote margins are more remi-
niscent of the period of Republican dominance in the 1890s and 1920s. In-
deed, Street shared many similarities to Tate; both had been council presi-
dents and were viewed as uncharismatic machine-oriented politicians who 
could not connect with upper-income white liberal reform voters. By con-
trast, Nutter was a classic good-government reformer who also presented a 
new image of a potentially “green” and “sustainable” city and who benefited 
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from a local economic resurgence only momentarily halted by the Great 
Recession. 

Yet, by the time of Nutter’s mayoralty, there were evident contradictions 
out of which a new politics emerged. Despite its economic resurgence, Phil-
adelphia maintains a persistently high rate of poverty, and the Democratic 
“machine” is a weak federation of fluctuating political coalitions, yet, over-
whelmingly, liberal Democratic voters elect Democrats by margins of vic-
tory reminiscent of the Republican Organization’s heyday. In a deeply un-
equal city with a liberal electorate, a new progressive coalition has found fertile 
ground, seeded by activism generated both by Bernie Sanders’s 2016 presi-
dential campaign and in reaction to Donald Trump’s election. Even earlier, 
Kenney won the 2015 Democratic mayoral primary by tacking leftward, as 
had successful mayoral candidates in other cities in 2013. I thus conclude 
Chapter 3 by speculating on the future of Philadelphia politics, in a city 
marked by a vibrant and electorally successful progressive movement, still 
experiencing an economic resurgence yet marked by deep inequalities, low 
voter turnout, and a fragmented and weakened press. Readers who make it 
that far can then turn to my even more irresponsible speculations in the 
Conclusion regarding reform cycles and urban history.
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