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The Election of Blacks
to City Councils
A 1970 Status Report
and a Prolegomenon
JOHN KRAMER

State University of New York College
at Brockport

as in the last, change is likely to be the
central fact of urban black politics. During the 1970s events
are almost certain to challenge the accuracy of many of the
traditional axioms which now underpin discussions of the
subject. As examples, center cities' changing racial mixes and
rising black political consciousness offer prospects for
greater, perhaps approaching equitable, levels of black representation in urban government and a more active and
politically sophisticated black electorate . As James Q. Wilson
(1965 : preface) has written: "any book on Negroes, particularly on their politics, ought to be published in a loose-leaf
binder, so that it can be corrected and updated on a monthly
basis." Students of black urban politics, in their efforts
merely to keep abreast of ongoing events in the nation's
diverse urban settings, must digest large, multidimensional
masses of data which accrete almost daily, and certainly with
each municipal election.
In the next decade,

AUTHOR'S NOTE : The research project upon which this paper is

based was supported by the State University of New York Research
Foundation .
[4431
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This paper deals with a largely unstudied aspect of black
elective politics, a crucial portion of the total black urban
political thrust . It focuses upon the election of black city
councilmen in twelve of the country's major cities . The paper
has two purposes. First, it is the outgrowth of a research
project. It summarizes cogent data about councilmanic
elections in the late 1960s and, in that sense, is a status
report about black councilmanic representatives at the
beginning of the 1970s. Second, and more significantly, it is
intended as a prolegomenon . Few attempts are made to
generalize from the data. Instead, the text and tables contain
implicit and explicit suggestions for further research. The
overriding aim of the paper is to indicate the growing
heuristic utility of black councilmanic politics as a focus for
intensive investigation.
BLACKS AND CITY COUNCILS

City councils in the United States vary enormously in
election prescriptions operations, and prerogatives (see
Adrian and Press, 1968 : ch . 10). Any generalizations about
city councils must be tenuous. As a general rule, councils
today are less prestigious and powerful than they were before
being tethered by reformers in the early days of this century.
Nevertheless, without exception, they retain at least a residue
of legislative authority, especially over municipal financing,
and this makes them latent, if not functioning, agencies for
assisting blacks in their struggle for social equality.
Although a black was elected to Cleveland's Council as
early as 1909 (Cuban, 1967 : 301), the first black councilman
of note was Oscar DePriest . Later the first black Congressman
since Reconstruction, DePriest was elected to Chicago's
Board of Aldermen in 1915 (Gosnell, 1967 : 170-172) from
the predominantly black Second Ward on the Near South
Side.' The first sixty years of the century, however, did not
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see any great number of black councilmen . Across the
country, black council representation ranged from none to
token. As evidence, not until 1957, 1963, and 1967
respectively were the first blacks elected to councils of
Detroit, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. Banfield and Wilson
(1963 : 293) and Wilson (1966 : 435) have used the paucity of
black councilmen to illustrate the underrepresentation of
blacks in city government.
In the latter years of the 1960s, the number of black
councilmen increased dramatically . No claim can be made
that blacks anywhere are proportionately represented, but in
most cities with sizable black populations there now are at
least several blacks in council seats. Nor can it be assumed
that all black councilmen, as is sometimes suggested by
militant rhetoric, behave totally in their own political
self-interest, thereby ignoring the crushing needs of their
constituents . With numbers, political variety and diverse
motivations have been introduced . The heterogeneity of
black councilmen, the localized nature of councilmanic
politics, and the potential role of councils in bringing about
positive change, combine to make black councilmen, and the
political milieu in which they function, a subject worthy of
intensive study. At the very least, studies with this focus
offer potential for discovering and assessing some of the
sure-to-come changes in urban black politics during the 1970s
and beyond.
METHODOLOGY

The aims of the research project upon which this paper is
based were to develop social and political information about
black councilmen and about unsuccessful black candidates
for council posts, and to collect data about the issues and
voting patterns in council campaigns involving black participants. Geographically, the study was limited to those twelve
U.S . cities, outside the South, with 1960 nonwhite populations of 100,000 or more. These ranged from New York,
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with a 1960 nonwhite census of 1,141,322, to Pittsburgh,
with 101,739-figures for this are taken from the 1968
Statistical Abstract of the United States. In these cities, it
was felt, black councilmanic politics would be most highly
developed. Temporally, the project concentrated upon the
last municipal election (or sets of elections) held in the
twelve cities during the 1960s.
Regardless of the contestants' races, councilmanic politics
in most cities tends to be quasi-subterranean . Election
campaigns usually are badly eclipsed by races for higher city
and state offices held on the same dates. Moreover, the daily
press in most cities gives these elections, as well as day-to-day
council proceedings, little space in its news columns. As a
result of the almost covert nature of the subject, data had to,
be collected from a wide array of sources . The Leagues of
Women Voters in the twelve cities were especially helpful.
So, too, were the Boards of Elution. Current and back issues
of daily newspapers and of the cities' black press were
combed for information. Some of the local political parties
supplied material, as did Clerks of the City Councils and the
local Urban Leagues in some of the cities . In New York, the
Citizen's League was of major assistance . Finally, a number
of councilmen and unsuccessful council candidates, both
white and black, responded to mail and phone requests for
specific information.'
Table 1 contains the essential city council election
arrangements for the twelve cities included in the study.

OVERVIEW

Prior to the final municipal elections in the 1960s, a total
of 43 blacks held council seats in the twelve cities studied . As
a result of these elections, the number of black councilmen
increased by 10, to a total of 53. The city-by-city data are
shown in Table 2.
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TABLE 2

NUMBER OF BLACK COUNCILMEN IN THE TWELVE
SELECTED CITIES BEFORE AND AFTER LAST ELECTIONS
(or sets of elections) IN 1960s
City
Baltimore

Before (districtat large)
Dates of Elections
2
(2-01

November '67

After (districtat large)

Gains or
Losses

4
(4-0)

+ 2
+ 3

Chicago

7
(7--N/A)

February-April '67

10
(10-N/A)

Cincinnati

3
(N/A-3)

November '69

2
(N/A-2)

Cleveland

11
(11-N/A)

November '69

12
(12-N/A)

+ 1

Detroit

2
(N/A-2)

November '69

3
(N/A-3)

+ 1

Los Angeles

3
(3-N/A)

April-May '67
April-May '69

3
(3-N/A)

New York

2
(2-0)

November '69

2
(2-0)

Newark

1
(1-01

May-June '66
September '68a
June '69a

3
(2-1)

+ 2

Philadelphia

2
(1--1)

November '67

3
(2-1)

+ 1

Pittsburgh

1
(N/A-1)

November '67
November '69

2
(N/A-2)

+ 1

San Francisco

1
(N/A-1)

November '67
November '69

1
(N/A-1)

St . Louis

8
(8-0)
43
(35-8)

April '67
April '69

-1

8
(8-0)

-

53
(43-10)

+10
(8-2)

a. Dates of special elections, held to fill vacancies, which resulted in quantitative
changes in Newark's black representation .
b. The black incumbent had been appointed in 1966 . He was elected in 1967,
marking the first time a black achieved election to city-wide office in San Francisco.
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The largest single gain occurred in Chicago, where three
additional blacks were elected, bringing that city's number of
black councilmen to ten. In six other cities the number of
black councilmen increased by one or two, and in four cities
the number remained unchanged . Only in Cincinnati, of the
cities studied, did the number of black councilmen decrease .
Cincinnati's electorate failed to return one of that city's three
black incumbents .

DISTRICT-BASED ELECTIONS

Eight of the twelve cities elect all or part of their councils
by district. There is great variation in the size of these
electoral units . The districts in New York, Philadelphia, Los
Angeles, and Baltimore are relatively large ; they are composed of clusters of wards. The districts in Chicago, Cleveland, St . Louis, and Newark are comparatively small. Each is
conterminous with a single ward's boundaries?
Observers of urban politics long have been aware that
chances for minority representation on city councils are
greater in district, and particularly in small district, elections
than they are in at-large formats. As shown in Table 2, 43 of
the 53 black councilmen elected during the late 1960s were
the products of district balloting. Of the 43 black councilmen
from districts, 32 were elected in the four cities with
single-ward units. Further, as shown in Table 3, eight of the
ten council seats gained by blacks in the late 1960s were the
result of district elections.
For purposes of preliminary analysis, Table 3 divides the
188 district-based council elections in the late 1960s into
four racially focused categories . The first designation in each
category reflects the race of the victorious candidate. The
second indicates the presence or absence of a significant
primary or general election challenger of the "other" race.
Hence, white/white and black/black elections involved racial-

[450] JOURNAL OF BLACK STUDIES/ JUNE 1971

TABLE 3

RACIAL COMPOSITION OF DISTRICT ELECTIONS
FOR COUNCIL (last elections in 1960s)

City
Baltimore
Cleveland
Chicago
Los Angeles
New York
Newarkb

District
Seats

Philadelphia
St . Louis c

18
33
50
15
27
5
1
1
10
28

Total

188d

Interracial Contests

Interracial Contests

White/
White

White/
Black

11
21
39
12
24
3
0
0
7
20
137

Black/
Black
3*a
11
8*
3
2
1
0
0
2*
8
38***

3
2
1
0
1
1
1
0
1
0
10

Black/
White
1
1
2**
0
0
0
0
1*
0
0
5*****

a. Each asterick denotes a seat gained by blacks.

b. The three rows represent, respectively, Newark's regular election in 1966 and
special election held in 1968 and 1969 .
c. Composite totals for St . Louis elections of 1967 and 1969.

d. There are 186 district seats in the twelve cities . The two special elections in
Newark account for the total of 188 shown in the table.

ly homogeneous contests. White/black and black/white elections were those in which interracial contests were held .' Of
particular interest are the councilmanic contests in Cleveland,
Chicago, Baltimore, and Newark.
CLEVELAND

One often-made allegation is that white council incumbents linger in racially changing districts long after blacks
have become the population majority . Unfortunately, the
absence of precise population data between censuses makes it
difficult to undertake definitive tests of the charge . In
Cleveland, however, a special census was taken in 1965,
allowing at least an approximate test of the proposition.
The racial compositions (indicated by percentage of black)
in Cleveland's mixed and predominantly black wards are
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shown in Table 4. Also in the table are the racial characteristics of the wards' 1969 council elections. Each of the ten
largely black wards (over 75% black) experienced black/black
council races. No whites contested for council seats. In the
city's eight racially mixed wards (20%-61% black), two blacks
were elected to council and two other black candidates made
significant challenges against whites .
The circumstances behind three of Cleveland's mixed-ward
elections deserve brief elaboration . Each would make an
excellent individual subject for in-depth study .
In the rapidly changing East Side Twenty-Eighth Ward,
estimated to be approximately 60% black in 1969, a black
TABLE 4
1969 COUNCILMANIC ELECTIONS IN CLEVELAND'S
MIXED AND BLACK WARDS
Ward

1965 % Black

Racial Categorization
of 1967 Elections

Mixed wards

16
19
21
23
28
29
30
31

56.6
25.3
61 .1
20 .3
28 5
24 .4
51 .7
21 .8

White/Black
White/White
White/Black
White/White
Black/White
White/White
Black/Black
White/White

Black wards

10
11
12
13
17
18
20
24
25
27

91 .3
91 .8
82 .7
75 .2
99 .0
89 .3
91 .0
92.6
90 .9
85 .7

Black/Black
Black/Black
Black/Black
Black/Black
Black/Blacks
Black/Black
Black/Black
Black/Black
Black/Black
Black/Black

SOURCE for racial percentages: Jeffrey Hadden, Louis Masotti, Victor Thiessen .
The Making of the Negro Mayors 1967, in James D. Barber (editor), Readings in
Citizen Politics, Markham Publishing Co . (Chicago), 1969, p. 178/
a. Ward 17 incumbent black councilman Charles Carr, leader of the Democratic
Caucus in the Council, had no opposition .
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Republican, Paul Haggard, defeated the white Democratic
incumbent Charles L. Flynn. Haggard was thirty-three years
old; Flynn was sixty-one. But Flynn had been appointed to
council in August of 1968, to fill the remainder of an
unexpired term and, thus, was not the classic well-entrenched
white political veteran. Nor was Haggard the stereotype black
insurgent. Stressing the need for additional police protection
in the ward, along with a generally conservative political
philosophy, Haggard campaigned as a strong cross-party
supporter of black Mayor Carl Stokes . In an extremely close
run-off contest, Haggard won by a mere twenty votes (3,827
to 3,807 for Flynn) .
Cleveland's Twenty-First Ward presents an even more
heuristically suggestive election story. In the late 1960s,
Cleveland's Democratic Party was badly factionalized : Mayor
Stokes headed one branch and Council President James
Stanton another. The Twenty-First Ward, in 1969, was
perhaps 80% black. Its white incumbent, Edward Katalinas,
sought a fifth term against a strong black challenger, State
Senator Larry Smith. Katalinas had never been known as a
strong advocate of his black constituents. On the other hand,
Katalinas sided with Stokes in his political battles with
Stanton and, indeed, was one of the Mayor's strongest allies
in the party's strident in-fighting. The Mayor entered Ward
Twenty-One on a number of occasions, to campaign for the
white incumbent. On September 24, Stokes was quoted by
the Plain Dealer: "This is a changing ward . But merely
because a ward is changing color should it change its
councilman too? I do not think so ." Despite its overwhelmingly black electorate, Ward Twenty-One handily returned
Katalinas to council, by a vote of 2,520 to 1,218 for Smith.
Cleveland's Thirtieth Ward lies at the city's southeastern
extremity. While its population is more than half black, many
of the blacks in the ward are middle-class escapees from the
ghettos of Cleveland's inner city. During Mayor Stokes' first
term, he proposed the creation of a 277-unit public housing
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project to occupy 51 acres in the ward. The black incumbent
councilman from the district, Clarence R. Thompson, objected vehemently to the plan. In the 1969 elections,
Thompson was opposed by John E. Barnes, also black and
actively supported by Stokes. After a bitter campaign,
Thompson was reelected by 63 votes (4,943-4,880) .
BALTIMORE

In a departure from the usual one district/one councilman
format, the city of Baltimore is divided into six councilmanic
districts, and each elects three councilmen from the district
as a whole . Thus each Baltimore citizen has three councilmanic representatives . A nineteenth councilman, the council
president, is elected at-large from the total city .
Baltimore's Second District, despite a black population
estimated to be 55% in 1967, never had elected a black
councilman . During the September 1967 primaries, 25
individuals, the majority of them black, contested for three
Democratic spaces on the district's November general election ballot. The primary victors were Robert Douglass, a
relatively militant black, and two white conservatives, one an
incumbent, who on their previous records were generally
considered unsympathetic to blacks . The Republican Party,
which had not elected a Baltimore councilman since 1939,
slated three black candidates. One of them, Walter Lively, a
young, well-known, and extremely outspoken civil rights
advocate, was accorded a modest chance of election.
The campaign was intricate and especially bitter. Douglass
sought votes independently of his two white Democratic
running mates. Then, on election eve, handbills were circulated in the white sections of the district calling upon voters
to vote "black power" and for Walter Lively in particular,
who purportedly stood for "more welfare, forced open-housing, forced school busing, disarming the police, and state-paid
rent, telephones, and electric bills" (Baltimore News-Ameri-
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can, 1967). The final results showed the three Democrats
winning handily, with Douglass leading the ticket. The two
white Democrats made surprisingly strong showings. Lively
claimed, and not without justification, that the fraudulent
handbills had aroused the white electorate to vote against
him.
The election in Baltimore's more heavily black Fourth
District was quiet by comparison. Of significance, however,
was the primary defeat of black three-term incumbent Walter
T. Dixon, 73-year-old member of the James H. Pollack
organization. Pollack, a white political "boss" of the old
school, long had controlled Fourth Ward politics, judiciously
mixing white and black council slates (see Fleming, 1960). In
the November general election, the Fourth Ward voters
elected three non-Pollack Negro Democrats, thereby giving
Baltimore a total of four black councilmen, two more than
ever previously .
CHICAGO

After Chicago's municipal elections of 1967, the number
of black councilmen rose from seven to ten. The retirement
of long-time white councilmen in two predominantly black
wards (the West Side Twenty-Ninth and the South Side
Eighth) paved the way for two black additions. In the
Twenty-Ninth, the Democratic organization (synonymous
with Major Richard Daley) nominated a black undertaker,
Robert Biggs, who was elected with only token opposition .
In the Eighth, however, the organization's black candidate
was defeated by a black independent, William Cousins . Once
an Assistant State's Attorney, Cousins had broken from his
former political base, the Illinois Republican Party, when
Barry Goldwater was nominated for President in 1964.
The third black addition in Chicago resulted from a
complex black/white contest in the city's far South Side
Twenty-First Ward. There a black organization candidate
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(William Frost) easily unseated a white Republican incumbent. The Twenty-First Ward election featured the appearance
of such black celebrities as author Lerone Bennett and
entertainer Oscar Brown, Jr. ("Mr. Kicks") campaigning on
behalf of independent and avowedly anti-organization black
candidate Augustus (Gus) Savage. Savage originally was ruled
off the ballot because of improper nominating petitions, was
reinstated by court order approximately three weeks before
the election, and finished a distant third .
Of the seven seats held by blacks prior to the 1967
elections, three changed hands (two in 1967 and the other in
a special election held in 1969) . One election, in the
Seventeenth Ward, was a routine affair in which one
organization black succeeded another . The other two involved the defeat of organization blacks by black independents. A. A. (Sammy) Rayner, in the South Side Sixth Ward,
defeated organization incumbent Robert Miller in 1967.
Then, in a special election in March of 1969, held to fill a
vacancy in the Second Ward, Fred Hubbard, an anti-organization social worker, defeated organization-backed Lawrence C .
Woods, an administrative aide to black Congressman William
Dawson . As a result of the regular 1967 elections, and the
special election of 1969, not only did the total number of
blacks in Chicago's city council increase, but three anti-organization blacks (Cousins, Rayner, and Hubbard) acceded to
office.
One other Chicago councilmanic election deserves mention. The city's Sixteenth Ward, on the South Side, is
approximately 80% black and the site of numerous public
housing projects. For 22 years, the councilman for the
Sixteenth was Paul Sheridan, a white power-figure in the
Democratic organization. Upon his death in 1965 he was
succeeded in office by his son, Paul Sheridan, Jr. In 1967, the
younger Sheridan was opposed by an articulate black female
attorney, Mrs . Anna Langford, who drew the support of
many of Chicago's civil rights organizations . Mrs . Langford
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was defeated badly (6,369-2,752) in the city's only white/
black councilmanic election of that year . According to
various observers in Chicago, many blacks in the Sixteenth
were reluctant to elect an anti-organization councilman, of
whatever race, for fear of losing vital services administered by
the city to the projects.
NEWARK

As can be determined easily by accounts in the public
press, the racial and political situations in Newark are so fluid
that descriptions of that city's elective politics are badly
outdated before reaching print. Rival independent black
organizations, as well as a number of white "law and order"
groups, plan to wage energetic campaigns for mayoralty and
councilmanic candidates in the 1970 municipal elections. The
following acount of councilmanic elections in the 1960s,
therefore, can be viewed only as background for the
comprehension of ongoing events . Of necessity, because the
Newark district and at-large council elections were linked
with one another in the 1960s, both will be discussed here.
Since adopting its present city charter in 1954, Newark has
elected five councilmen from geographically designated wards
(Central, North, South, East, and West) and four from the
city at-large . One black councilman, Irvine Turner, of the
city's badly deteriorated Central Ward, was first elected with
the adoption of the 1954 charter and has been returned to
office by overwhelming majorities ever since (see Pomper,
1966, for an analysis of the voting patterns in Newark's 1962
municipal elections) . Until April of 1966, Turner was
Newark's lone black council representative . But in that year's
municipal election another black, Calvin West, was elected
at-large .
West barely achieved election. In a race for four seats, West
finished fourth in a fifteen-man field . He led all candidates in
the Central Ward, was second in the racially changing South
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Ward, but finished far down the list of fifteen in the city's
three predominantly white wards. In fact, West's overall vote
of 20,201 exceeded that for the fifth-place finisher (a white)
by less than 1,500. Under Newark's complicated election
procedure, West was spared a run-off (which almost certainly
would have meant defeat) only because the two top vote
getters (whites) received overwhelming support in the city's
white ethnic districts. Newark's election code prescribes that
the third- and fourth-place finishers are elected to office,
without a run-off, if the top two candidates pull one-eighth
of the total vote each. West, formerly a clerk in the city's
office of Civil Defense, joined Turner as a strong councilmanic ally of Newark's Democratic Mayor, Hugh Addonizio.
In January of 1968, Newark's Council appointed a third
black political ally of Addonizio, Leon Ewing, to fill an
unexpired at-large term until a special election could be held .
Ewing had run seventh in the 1966 regular at-large election in
which West had become Newark's first at-large councilman .
Again, in the special election of November 1968, Ewing
failed to achieve election, this time finishing third in a race
for two seats. Newark's black councilmanic representation
was thereby reduced again to two.
Ewing trailed the white second-place finisher by 78 votes,
and in the process collected 24,862 ballots, the highest
citywide vote total ever obtained by a black. The election
was marked by the activity of a coalition of militant black
organizations (the Committee for a United Newark), spearheaded by playwright LeRoi Jones. The coalition at first
refused to support Ewing but later grudgingly adopted him as
one of its candidates. According to various students of
Newark politics, the coalition's support for Ewing cut into
his vote in white districts and among middle-class blacks as
well . Almost half of Ewing's votes came from the South
Ward, about to boil over in political revolt . After the
election, Ewing charged that black extremists had interfered
with his campaign workers, preventing them from passing
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out literature at the polls. Demanding a recount, Ewing
warned Newark's blacks to be aware of "collusion, trickery,
and double-dealing within their own race" (Newark Evening
News, 1968).
Early in 1969, the black political unrest in Newark's South
Ward began building to a climax . A successful recall petition
was initiated against incumbent councilman Leo Bernstein,
and a special election was called for June of that year .
Formerly a Jewish residential area, the South Ward by 1969
was estimated to be approximately eighty percent black.
Bernstein had served since 1962 and long had been accused
of indifference toward his black constituents. In 1966 he
narrowly defeated an energetic black opponent in an especially bitter reelection campaign . Perhaps his greatest fault
was political insensitivity . For example, campaigning to hold
his seat in the special election, Bernstein advocated the
extensive use of police dogs for crime control in the ward.
Victorious in the special election was the Reverend Horace P.
Sharper, a leader in the recall movement, an outspoken
advocate of black political power, and a vocal critic of Mayor
Addonizio. Sharper handily defeated Ewing, Bernstein, and
Mrs. Jennie Lemons, a third black in the race. Thus, at the
end of 1969, Newark's nine-man council contained three
blacks-one an independent, and two allied with the incumbent mayor.'
OTHER DISTRICT ELECTIONS

New York: Space limitations prevent more than brief

notations about district races in other cities . New York City's
Council districts are so arranged as to preclude more than two
black incumbents (one from Harlem and one from the
Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn).' In the 1969
Harlem race (the Fifth District of Manhattan), Liberal Party
candidate Charles Taylor, an ally of mayoralty winner John
Lindsay, upset the militant and well-publicized civil rights
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activist Jesse Gray, who had won the Democratic primary .
Taylor and Gray contested for the seat of retiring incumbent
J . Raymond Jones, once the leader of New York's Tammany
organization and probably the most powerful black political
figure in the city's history . New York's lone white/black
contest occurred in Manhattan's racially and economically
heterogenous East Side Fourth District, which begins at
Fifty-Ninth Street, encompasses the luxury apartments lining
the East River, and extends northward through East Harlem.
A black woman, Mrs. Hilda Stokely, waged an energetic
campaign in the Democratic primary, but was defeated easily
by a white candidate .

Philadelphia: The gain of one black seat in Philadelphia
came about through the two-to-one election victory of
Democrat Charles Durham over a black Republican opponent
in that city's heavily black Third District (in West Philadelphia) . The district's seat was vacated by a white Democrat
who did not seek reelection . Philadelphia's white/black
councilmanic campaign (Table 3) occurred in the Eighth
District (Germantown), where black attorney Joseph Coleman entered the Democratic primary with substantial backing from the city's decaying Democratic organization. The
Eighth District is changing racially, but remains predominantly white . Coleman finished a poor third . Mention should be
made, too, of the entrance of a pair of Black Panther Party
candidates into two special councilmanic elections (in predominantly white districts) in November of 1969. The
Panthers' vote totals were 252 and 215, out of approximately
40,000 votes cast in each of the districts.
Los Angeles: During the early 1960s Los Angeles was the

scene of spirited
representative to
three blacks were
Billy Mills, and

attempts by blacks to elect their first
council (see Patterson, 1969) . By 1969,
entrenched in office (Gilbert W. Lindsay,
unsuccessful 1969 mayoralty candidate
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Thomas Bradley). In their campaigns for reelection, Lindsay
(1969) and Bradley (1967) ran unopposed, and Mills (1967)
had only token opposition .
St. Louis: On the surface, St. Louis' black councilmanic
politics is relatively placid : there were no interracial contests
in either the 1967 or 1969 elections, and black incumbents
were routinely returned to their seats . The situation is
especially deserving of intensive study, however, as the eight
black councilmen were variously allied with separate segments of the city's factionalized Democratic party. Of note,
too, in St . Louis is the extremely weak showing of black
Republican candidates for council, despite the lack of
Democratic cohesion . The best showing by a black Republican councilmanic candidate in either 1967 or 1969 occurred
in the latter year, in the city's Fifth Ward. There, Republican
Sidney Davis received 575 votes, losing by better than a
three-to-one margin to his Democratic opponent .

AT-LARGE ELECTIONS

With the exception of those in New York City, candidates
for at-large council seats in the twelve cities studied must face
citywide electorates (see Table 1, note b). Thus, until cities
have black population majorities which actually vote in
proportion to their numbers, black at-large councilmanic
candidates will face many of the same racially oriented
difficulties now experienced by black candidates for mayor.
The at-large campaign problems of blacks are well known (see
Wilson, 1965 : ch. 1). Basically, blacks in at-large elections
must receive solid black support while gathering sizable
numbers of white votes as well. This dilemma, according to
students of such contests, forces blacks into relatively
conservative stances on issues. Furthermore, because campaigns are not limited by district boundaries, at-large races
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tend to be time-consuming and expensive . Organization
support, endorsements, or a name well known to the voters
(often achieved by virtue of being an incumbent), are
invaluable assets .
As shown in Table 5, after the last municipal elections of
the 1960s, ten blacks were serving in at-large seats in the
twelve cities studied . This represented a gain of two black
at-large councilmen . Of particular interest were the contests
in Detroit, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh .
DETROIT

Salaries for councilmen in Detroit are the highest for the
twelve cities ($17,500 per year plus various expenses) . At the
same time, Detroit places the fewest barriers to getting on the
primary ballot. All a prospective candidate need do is pay a
$100 filing fee, and even that is refunded if the individual
secures more than half the votes gained by the lowest
qualifier for the general election . In addition, council
elections are nonpartisan. The result, in the primary, is a
bewildering array of names. In September of 1969, 118
candidates contested for eighteen spots on the November
general election ballot.
Prior to the 1969 elections, two blacks held seats in
Detroit's nine-man council . One, the Reverend Nicholas
Hood, a more than moderate civil rights exponent, had been
elected in 1965 . The other, Robert Tindal, former Executive
Secretary of Detroit's NAACP, had been elected in a
vacancy-filling contest held in 1968 . In the September 1969
primary, Hood finished second and Tindal third. Four other
blacks also finished in the top eighteen, thereby gaining
places for the general election.
Although Detroit's 1969 population was estimated at
approximately 40% black, blacks in that year actually made
up only about 25% of the registered voters . The problem of
overcoming a three-fourths' white majority was diminished,
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however, by the composition of the 1969 mayoralty race.
The leading white conservative candidate was defeated in the
primary, creating a general election contest between "liberal"
white Roman Gribbs and a black aspirant, Richard Austin.
Gribbs narrowly defeated Austin, but the combination of
racially mixed, pro-civil rights mayoralty candidates produced a heavy liberal turnout . As a result, Hood and Tindal
were reelected easily (finished second and fifth respectively),
and a third black, Ernest Browne, finished a successful ninth
in the eighteen-man field . Indeed, where Detroit's council
previously contained a 5-4 conservative majority, liberals
took a 6-3 lead (including the three blacks in the liberal
column) after the 1969 election.
Browne received 192,203 votes, a bare 2,306 more than
the tenth-place finisher, a conservative and former councilwoman . Before election, Browne was an analyst in the city's
Budget Bureau . He had started his career in the city's Health
Department in 1947, rising in that time, in his own words,
"from rats to litter ." Browne was aided by a number of
significant endorsements: among them, the United Auto
Workers, the Detroit News, Civic Searchlight (a nonprofit
"good government" organization), and black incumbents
Hood and Tindal.
CINCINNATI

Cincinnati is the only city of the twelve to show a decrease
in the number of black councilmen after 1969 . As was true
with the gain in Detroit, the loss in Cincinnati was, at least in
part, related to the broader political context in the city.
Cincinnati's local political milieu is a function of three
active parties ; the Democratic, the Republican, and the
Charter. The last originated in the 1920s to push for
reorganization in city government (Straetz, 1958) . Although
the city's "third" party today, it retains considerable
strength. By city charter, Cincinnati's Council elects one of
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its members as mayor and, in addition, names a city manager.
Since 1957, control of Cincinnati's Council and, hence, of
Cincinnati itself, has been in Republican hands.
Prior to the 1969 elections, each of the three parties had a
black councilmanic representative . Myron Bush, a Charterite,
was first elected in 1965 and was reelected in 1967 . William
J. Chenault, a Democrat, was named by the Republican
administration in 1968 to fill a vacant seat. And Arthur Reid,
a Republican attorney, also was named in 1968 to fill a
vacancy. Thus, of the three blacks, only one actually had
been elected to office .'
Midway through 1969, the Democrats and Charterites
joined forces for the express purpose of overthrowing
Republican rule . The Democrat-Charterite coalition and the
Republicans each named nine-man slates for council. Bush
and Chenault were on the former ticket, Reid on the latter . A
nineteenth candidate, Robert C. Weaver, the fourth black in
the race, ran as an independent.' The Democrat-Charterites,
in their joint effort, succeeded only in reducing the Republican council majority by one, from a 6-3 Republican
advantage to 5-4. Bush finished a successful third and
Chenault achieved election by finishing eighth . Reid was the
only Republican incumbent to be defeated, coming in
seventeenth. Weaver trailed the nineteen-man field .
Reid's defeat is probably owed to a mixture of political as
well as racial factors. First, as perhaps the least-known
Republican incumbent, Reid was not helped by the Republican party-in-power strategy of waging a relatively quiet
campaign . Second, the underdog Democrat-Charterites made
energetic appeals for votes in black neighborhoods. Bush and
Chenault, while advocating support for Reid as a show of
black strength, also spoke vehemently against the effects of
twelve years of Republican rule in Cincinnati . Third, in
contrast to Bush and Chenault, Reid failed to get such
influential endorsements as those of the Cincinnati Inquirer,
the AFL-CIO Labor Council's Committee on Political Educa-
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tion (COPE), or the nonpartisan Independent Voters of Ohio
(IVO) . Finally, even though parties run slates, Cincinnati
municipal election ballots do not actually indicate the party
affiliation of council candidates, and voters cannot pull a
straight party lever. Hence, on purely mechanical grounds,
Reid doubtless failed to get as many Republican straightticket votes as he might have obtained elsewhere .
PITTSBURGH

In Pittsburgh, the gain of one black councilman in 1969 is
directly attributable to the decision of the Democratic
organization to increase black councilmanic representation.
Virtually a one-party city, Pittsburgh's Council, in 1970, had
been entirely Democratic for over thirty years . Regular
Democratic candidates are selected by the Allegheny County
Democratic Policy Committee, made up of a coterie of
high-ranking -party officials . The organization's city council
candidates routinely win the primaries held in May, and then
easily defeat their Republican opponents in November.
Until 1969, the Democrats accorded blacks one council
seat . Occasionally, independent blacks would attempt to gain
additional seats by running in the Democratic primary, but
they seldom made more than token showings .' The Republican Party ordinarily included one black on its ticket, but in a
city with a more than two-to-one Democratic registration
majority, this was little more than a gesture.
Organization control over city council elections never was
more evident than in 1969 . In the May primary the
organization's mayoralty candidate was dealt a stunning
defeat by Democratic insurgent and then city councilman
Peter Flaherty . Nevertheless, in the primary, the organization's five council nominees all easily survived the mayoralty
upset . Included on the organization slate was George Shields,
intended as the party's second black councilman . Louis
Mason, the black incumbent, had been elected in 1967 to a
four-year term .
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Campaigning in the general election, Flaherty disassociated
himself from the organization candidates for council. He
advised his supporters that he was "not running with a slate"
and to "look them all [Republicans as well as Democrats]
over" (Pittsburgh Press, 1969a) . For its part, the organization, disspirited with a maverick at the head of the
Democratic ticket, gave its council candidates only limited
support. Indeed, at one point, a Republican council candidate only half facetiously asked the city's Democratic
Chairman for the names of his "faceless" opponents, so that
he could mount a campaign against them (Pittsburgh Press,
1969b) .
Flaherty achieved an overwhelming two-to-one victory .
The quintet of relatively anonymous Democratic council
aspirants, supposedly cut adrift by the reformist mayoralty
winner, also swept into office by approximately two-to-one
margins. Shields proved to be the poorest vote getter of the
five, polling approximately 10,000 votes less than the leading
council candidate, but he outdistanced his nearest Republican rival by nearly 40,000 ballots.
OTHER AT-LARGE ELECTIONS

Philadelphia : Philadelphia's black councilman-at-large is
Edgar Campbell . Politically allied with Democratic Mayor
James J. Tate, Campbell was elected to his first term in 1967.
In effect, Campbell took over the traditionally black at-large
seat made vacant by the death earlier that year of Reverend
Marshall Shepard. Campbell finished third in a field of 21 .
Philadelphia's election procedures are such that the minority
party is guaranteed at least two at-large seats of the seven.
Five Democrats, including Campbell, were elected . Finishing
third among the Republicans, and missing election by
approximately 500 votes (he received over 320,000) was a
black disc jockey, George Woods ("The Man With The
Goods").
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San Francisco: San Francisco's at-large council politics is
even more chaotic than that in Detroit . As occurs in the
latter city, candidates run without party labels, and there are
only minimal impediments to getting on the ballot . Moreover, in San Francisco, there is no primary. The whole field
runs in November, with the top five or six (in alternate
biannual elections) gaining election . Terry Francois, a black
attorney, was appointed to the San Francisco Council in
1966 to fill a vacancy. He then ran a strong race in 1967,
finishing fifth, in a field of 44, and became the first black to
win a citywide election in that city . Francois, by militant
standards, is a black conservative . In 1969, he authored an
article for the September Reader's Digest entitled "A Black
Man Looks at Black Racism," in which he openly criticized
black extremists .
Surprisingly, despite the ease with which one can get on
the San Francisco ballot, few blacks have chosen to run for
council. In the most recent election, in 1969, only one black
sought a place. Wifred T. Ussery, a National Director of
CORE, and of militant persuasion, submitted a nominating
petition with only fifty valid signatures out of the required
sixty . Since he filed one day before the September 11
deadline, he had no time to submit additional names. Ruled
off the ballot, Ussery immediately announced his intention
of forming an independent political organization to create, in
San Francisco, a black political movement free of white
influence.
Blacks in New York, too, seldom appear as
at-large council candidates . One small factor in this phenomenon may be the relative unimportance of the council vis-a-vis
the city's Board of Estimate . Made up of the mayor, the
comptroller, the president of the city council, and the five
elected borough presidents, the Board of Estimate in New
York assumes many of the prerogatives over municipal finance
granted councils in other cities . The Democratic Party
New York :
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customarily reserves the position of Manhattan borough
president for a black. In 1969, the black incumbent, Percy
Sutton, was easily reelected .

CITY COUNCIL PRESIDENCIES

City council presidencies (or their equivalents), in nine of
the twelve cities, are filled by the councils themselves,
electing one of their members through in-house proceedings.
In New York, St. Louis, and Baltimore, the positions of city
council president are separate elective offices, contested on
citywide bases . During the last elections of the 1960s, black
candidates sought each of these council presidencies, and
each contest displayed marked racially oriented voting .
Harlem State Assemblyman Charles Rangel contested for
the presidency of the New York Council in the June 1969
Democratic primary . He finished last in a field of six, but he
carried the eight predominantly black assembly districts in
the city." Rangel's total vote exceeded 70,000, slightly less
than half the ballots cast for the primary winner, white
incumbent Francis X. Smith .
Councilman Joseph Clark, of St. Louis' predominantly
black Fourth Ward, ran for that city's council presidency in
the June 1969 Democratic primary . Finishing fourth in a
field of six, Clark carried five of the eight St. Louis wards
represented by black councilmen, and finished second in the
other three . His total vote of over 15,000 was approximately
half that of the primary victor, Democratic organization
candidate Sorkis Webbe . Webbe, in turn, carried by narrow
margins the three black wards not won by Clark.
State Senator Clarence Mitchell finished second in a field
of three in Baltimore's June 1967 Democratic primary .
Although he carried every black precinct in the city,
Mitchell's vote of approximately 33,000 was only one-third
that of the white organization candidate. Baltimore's Repub-
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lican Party slated another black, Horace Ashby, as its
candidate for city council president . Ashby easily won the
Republican primary and then, along with the total Republican ticket, was snowed under in the general election. Of some
interest is the fact that Ashby, making a modest inroad into
the black vote, obtained 3,000 more ballots in the general
election than the white Republican candidate for mayor.
Of course, blacks need not be elected president to hold
important posts in city councils . The following is only a
partial list of blacks holding at least nominally significant
council positions at the close of the 1960s . St. Louis'
Laurence Woodson was vice-president of that city's council,
selected for the post by his Democratic council peers. Myron
Bush was chairman of the Cincinnati Council's Employment
and Human Resources Committee. Cleveland's Charles Carr
held the position of majority leader of the council for ten
years, until his resignation in October of 1969." Carr
retained his post as chairman of the council's powerful
Finance Committee . And Terry Francois, in San Francisco,
was chairman of the Fire, Safety, and Police Committee
which, in addition to its more trenchant responsibilities,
evaluates the propriety of the city's topless and bottomless
dancers .

PARTY AFFILIATION

Without detailed studies of decision-making within the
twelve separate councils, it is impossible to test the real
"strength" of blacks in these legislative bodies. However,
some idea of at least potential black strength, in a collective
sense, can be gained by noting the degree to which blacks
compose various councilmanic partisan blocs . Data for the
eight cities with readily ascertainable partisan divisions are
shown in Table 6. These data, of course, ignore the very real
issue of intraparty factionalization.
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TABLE 6

PARTISAN COMPOSITION OF CITY COUNCILS AND THE
PARTY AFFILIATIONS OF BLACK COUNCILMEN
(after the last elections in the 1960s)
City

Dates of Last
Elections

Baltimore

Total Council

Blacks in Council

November '67

Dem-19
19

Dem- 4 (21%)*
4 (21%)**

February-April '67
April '68a
April '69a

Dem-37
Rep- 7
Ind- 6
50

Dem- 7 (19%)
Rep- 0
Ind- _3 (50%)
10 (20%)

Cleveland

November '69

Dem-27
Rep- 6
33

Dem- 9 (33%)
Rep- 3 (50%)
12 (36%)

Cincinnati

November '69

Rep- 5
DemCharter- 4
9

Rep- 0
Dem-Charter- 2 (50%)
2 (22%)

New York

November '69

Dem-30
Rep, 4
Liberal- 4
38

Dem- 1 ( 39'0)
Rep- 0
Liberal- 1 (25%)
2 ( 5%)

Philadelphia

November '67

Dem-13
Rep-_4
17

Dem- 3 (23%)
Rep- 0
3 (18%)

Pittsburgh

November '67
November '69

Dem- 9

Dem- 2 (22%)

9

2 (22%)

April '67
April '69

Dem-23
Rep- 6
29

Dem- 8 (30%)
Rep- 0
8 (28%)

Chicago

St. Louis

*-black percentage of partisan bloc
**-black percentage of total council
a . Two special elections in Chicago, In April 1968 and 1969, did not change the
number of blacks in that city's council but they did alter the council's partisan
composition .
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In none of the councils, after the last election of the
1960s, did blacks compose a majority of the party in power.
Nor, in any city, would the defection of all black votes in the
council have prevented the majority party from achieving a
plurality . Nevertheless, most black councilmen (34 of 43 in
the eight cities shown in Table 6) are members of the
councils' controlling partisan blocs . One should not ignore
the patronage and other advantages of majority party
membership even though, in the case of black councilmen,
the parameters of this advantage need to be established by
empirical research.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The data about black councilmen presented in this paper
are not designed to form the foundation for new and
definitive generalizations about urban Negro politics . They
are, as previously mentioned, intended to provide a preliminary description of the state of affairs at the beginning of the
1970s and, of more consequence, the should be viewed as
suggestive of further research. Readers are encouraged to
develop their own avenues of inquiry from the rudimentary
and descriptive material presented in the text and tables.
What follows is only a minimal list of subtopics and questions
which might be investigated .
(1) Councilmanic elections provide excellent vehicles for
the study of racially motivated voting . As 1970 census data is
made available, it should be possible to investigate the
quantitative aspects of city council elections occurring early in
the decade. For example, one question which immediately
occurs : at what point in the transition from white to black is
a changing ward likely to elect a black councilman?
(2) Quantitative voting studies, of course, are of only
limited value unless they are linked with information about
the relevant campaign issues . If, for the moment, we
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trichotimize city wards into white, black, and changing, can
separate patterns of issues in councilmanic campaigns be
discovered in the three types? One researchable phenomenon,
which promises to increase in frequency, is black versus black
councilmanic races in predominantly black districts. Heretofore, black political cleavage has been muffled by the
perceived need to maintain a united front against whites . As
councilmanic contests between blacks grow in number, the
opportunity is afforded to explore ideological and other
differences within the urban black electorate .
(3) Studies of black campaigns for at4arge council seats
also offer distinct possibilities for research . For example, as
the black populations of cities increase, and in some instances
as blacks become the majority of the population and at least
a potential majority of the electorate, will black at-large
candidates find more success with militant, rather than
conservative, political appeals?
(4) Most of the material in this paper has dealt .with
elections. The rising incidence of black councilmen, however,
offers an opportunity to investigate another dimension of the
issue. How do black councilmen, district and at4arge,
conduct themselves once in office? What are the relationships
between black councilmen and the prevailing political organizations in the city? To what extent are black councilmen
involved in the making of meaningful decisions, and in what
directions do they exert their influence (for a series of
relevant case studies see Banfield, 1961)? And how, if at all,
do the political fiefs carved out by black district-based
councilmen differ from those traditionally constructed by
whites?
(5) The growing number of black councilmen also provides a chance for insight into the question of political
recruitment among blacks . Who, in the social and political
sense, are the blacks who achieve these relatively prominent
positions? Who are their active supporters? Furthermore,
what are the career mobility patterns of black councilmen
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after election? Are councilmanic posts for blacks viewed as
terminal political positions? Are they seen essentially as
stepping-stones to higher office? Or are they valued for the
tangible and intangible rewards they can bring to an
individual's other occupational endeavors? Associated with
this general issue is the question of self-contained black
political organizations. As these agencies grow in strength and
begin to name serious candidates for council races, will their
nominees differ significantly, on whatever dimensions, from
black political independents or from those blacks slated by
the standard political parties?
(6) Finally, a quasi-heretical suggestion. Despite the growing importance of the black vote, and a corollary increase in
the number of black public officials, the power in most cities
for the foreseeable future is likely to rest with declining, yet
ubiquitous, old-line political organizations. Black councilmen, then, can readily be placed into two oversimplified
categories ; those tied to the controlling organizations, and
those opposed. Black organization politicians long have been
castigated as Uncle Toms or worse. It would be instructive to
study, by means of rigorous empirical research, the extent
and quality of governmental services which flow to the
districts of black organization councilmen, as contrasted to
the services rendered districts represented by the growing
number of black councilmen outside the "Establishment ."
Further, if the districts of organization councilmen fare
better, as might be expected, on what grounds will the
anti-organization black incumbents campaign for reelection?
Wilson has observed that blacks without tangible rewards to
offer their constituents often resort to racial ideology as a
substitute (Wilson, 1965 : 34) . Does the advent of councilmanic "outsiders," therefore, promise to increase the level of
racially oriented political invective in the nation's already
traumatized cities?
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NOTES
1 . For simplicity, the term councilman is used throughout this paper,
although in some cities the appelations "supervisor" or "alderman" are
colloquially substituted.
2. Because of the politically sensitive nature of the material solicited, many
of the individual respondents requested anonymity. In order to honor these
requests, it was decided to include no direct quotations in the paper (other than
those taken from newspapers) and to cite none of the respondents, even those
who did not expressly ask that their names be withheld .
3. Between censuses, voter registration is probably the most meaningful
device for cross-city comparisons of district size . For example, Cleveland's 33
wards ranged from 3,922 to 16,327 registered voters at the time of the 1969
municipal election . Los Angeles, by contrast, requires that each of its councilmanic districts contain approximately 15% of the city's nearly 1,200,000
registered voters . By city charter, Los Angeles redistricts every four years . In any
particular election, councilmanic districts containing over 100,000 registered
voters are not uncommon .
4. The first designation presented no placement problems; only the race of
the general election winners had to be ascertained. The second posed serious
difficulties . Council races, particularly in primary contests, sometimes involve
both black and white candidates with no organized support and no practical
chance of winning. The essential question was : where blacks or whites entered
council contests in which a member of the other race achieved victory, at what
point could the contest actually be considered interracial?
After some fruitless attempts to apply a single criterion (placement position in
the election ; or some other like it), it finally was decided to utilize an ad hoc
scheme . Each contest, including the primary (where held), was examined
separately . If an unsuccessful candidate of the other race was supported by aparty
or by an organization, or if he was mentioned as a "serious" candidate by the
daily or black press or by an informant, or if all candidates of the other race
collectively received as much as ten percent of the total vote (in either the
primary or the general election), the contest was considered interracial.
5. On December 17, 1969, Mayor Addonizio, incumbent black councilmen
West and Turner, and seven other past and present Newark public officials were
indicted by a Federal Grand Jury on charges including extortion and income tax
evasion.
6. Proposals are made periodically to reduce the size of New York's Council
districts, or to rearrange their boundaries; so as to increase the number of
minority-group councilmen . While blacks in New York are drastically underrepre
sented, the city's nearly 1,000,000 Puerto Rican-Americans were entirely without
representation in the city council elected in 1969 . Two Puerto Ricans served in
the 1965-1969 Council. One, Carlos Rios (Democrat, at-large, Manhattan) failed
to obtain enough signatures to get on the June primary ballot for reelection . The
other, Robert Lebron (Tenth District, Bronx) was onaosed in the Democratic
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primary by another candidate of Puerto Rican background. The two split the
Puerto Rican vote, enabling a white non-Spanish candidate to achieve nomination.
7. During the late 1940s and early 1950s, two blacks regularly were elected
to Cincinnati's Council. The vote-getting ability of one, Theodore Berry, and the
possibility that he might become mayor under the then existing "proportional
representation" election system, precipitated changes in the city's election
procedures .
8. The owner of a clothing store, Weaver had finished last in a field of 22 in
1967 . During the 1969 campaign, he paraded like Diogenes through Cincinnati's
city hall carrying a 94-cent gas lantern and failing, by his own account, to find an
honest man.
9. Perhaps the best primary showing by a nonorganization black occurred in
1967 . The Reverend James J. (Jimmy Joe) Robinson, in the 1940s the first black
to play as a starter on the University of Pittsburgh football team, finished fifth
behind the four organization candidates. With over 23,000 votes Robinson trailed
the fourth party regular by 10,000 .
10 . Four Harlem assembly districts in Manhattan, three Bedford-Stuyvesant
and South Williamsburg districts in Brooklyn, and the Springfield Gardens district
in Queens. New York's 68 assembly districts are customarily regarded as the basic
voting units in the city, and voting returns, even for municipal elections, are often
analyzed in those terms.
11 . Carr had held the post since 1960 . He resigned, reportedly, because of the
untenable man-in-the-middle nature of the position in the political feud between
Mayor Stokes and Council President James Stanton.
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