Andrew D. White

CrTty AFFAIRS ARE NOT POLITICAL

Without the slightest exaggeration we may assert that, with very few excep-
tions, the city governments of the United States are the worst in Christen-
dom—the most expensive, the most inefficient, and the most corrupt. No one
who has any considerable knowledge of our own country and of other coun-
tries can deny this. . . .

What is the cause of the difference between municipalities in the old world
and in the new? I do not allow that their populations are better than ours. What
accounts, then, for the better municipal development in their case and for the
miserable results in our own? My answer is this: we are attempting to govern
our cities upon a theory which has never been found to work practically in any
part of the world. Various forms of it were tried in the great cities of antiquity
and of the middle ages, especially in the mediaeval republics of Italy, and with-
out exception they ended in tyranny, confiscation, and bloodshed. The same
theory has produced the worst results in various countries of modern Europe,
down to a recent period.

What is this evil theory? It is simply that the city is a political body; that its
interior affairs have to do with national political parties and issues. My funda-
mental contention is that a city is a corporation; that as a city it has nothing what-
ever to do with general political interests; that party political names and duties
are utterly out of place there. The questions in a city are not political questions.
They have reference to the laying out of streets; to the erection of buildings; to
sanitary arrangements, sewerage, water supply, gas supply, electrical supply; to
the control of franchises and the like; and to provisions for the public health and
~ comfort in parks, boulevards, libraries, and museums. The work of a city being
- the creation and control of the city property, it should logically be managed as a
piece of property by those who have created it, who have a title to it, or a real
substantial part in it, and who can therefore feel strongly their duty to it. Under
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our theory that a city is a political body, a crowd of illiterate peasants, freshly
raked in from Irish bogs, or Bohemian mines, or Italian robber nests, may exer-
cise virtual control. How such men govern cities, we know too well; as a rule
they are not alive even to their own most direct interests. . . .

The difference between foreign cities and ours, is that all these well-or-
dered cities in England, France, Germany, Italy, Switzerland, whether in
monarchies or republics, accept this principle—that cities are corporations and
not political bodies; that they are not concerned with matters of national policy;
that national parties as such have nothing whatever to do with city questions.
They base their city governments upon ascertained facts regarding human na-
ture, and upon right reason. They try to conduct them upon the principles ob-
served by honest and energetic men in business affairs. We, on the other hand,
are putting ourselves upon a basis which has always failed and will always
fail—the idea that a city is a political body, and therefore that it is to be ruled, in
the long run, by a city proletariat mob, obeying national party cries.

What is our safety? The reader may possibly expect me, in logical conso-
nance with the statement T have just made, to recommend that the city be
treated strictly as a corporate body, and governed entirely by those who have a
direct pecuniary interest in it. If so, he is mistaken. I am no doctrinaire; politics
cannot be bent completely to logic—certainly not all at once. A wise, states-
manlike view would indicate a compromise between the political idea and the
corporate idea. I would not break away entirely from the past, but I would
build a better future upon what we may preserve from the past.

To this end I would still leave in existence the theory that the city is a polit-
ical body, as regards the election of the mayor and common council. T would
elect the mayor by the votes of the majority of all the citizens, as at present; [
would elect the common council by a majority of all the votes of all the citizens;
but instead of electing its members from the wards as at present—so that
wards largely controlled by thieves and robbers can send thieves and robbers,
and so that men who can carry their ward can control the city—I would elect
the board of aldermen on a general ticket, just as the mayor is elected now, thus
requiring candidates for the board to have a city reputation. So much for re-
taining the idea of the city as a political body. In addition to this, in considera-
tion of the fact that the city is a corporation, I would have those owning prop-
erty in it properly recognized. I would leave to them, and to them alone, the
election of a board of control, without whose permission no franchise should
be granted and no expenditure should be made. This should be the rule, but to
this rule T am inclined to make one exception; T would allow the votes of the
board of control, as regards expenditures for primary education, to be overrid-
den by a two-thirds majority of the board of aldermen. I should do this because
here alone does the city policy come into direct relations with the general polit-
ical system of the nation at large. The main argument for the existence of our
public schools is that they are an absolute necessity to the existence of our Re-
public; that without preliminary education a republic simply becomes an illit-
erate mob, that if illiterate elements control, the destruction of the Republic is
sure. On this ground, considering the public-school system as based upon a




national political necessity, I would have an exception made regarding the ex-
penditures for it, leaving in this matter a last resort to the political assembly of
the people.

A theory resulting in a system virtually like this, has made the cities of Fu-
tope, whether in monarchies or republics, what they are, and has made it an
honor in many foreign countries for the foremost citizens to serve in the com-
mon councils of their cities. Take one example: It has been my good fortune to
know well Rudolf Von Gneist, councilor of the German Empire. My acquain-
tance with him began when it was my official duty to present to him a testimo-
nial, in behalf of the government of the United States, for his services in settling
the north-west boundary between the United States and Great Britain. The Em-
peror William was the nominal umpire; he made Von Gneist the real umpire—
that shows Von Gneist’s standing. He is also a leading professor of law in the
University of Berlin, a member of the Imperial Parliament and of the Prussian
Legislature, and the author of famous books, not only upon law, but upon the
constitutional history of Germany and of England. This man has been, during a
considerable time, a member of what we should call the board of aldermen of
the city of Berlin, and he is proud to serve in that position. With him have been
associated other men the most honored in various walks of life, and among
these some of the greatest business men, renowned in all lands for their enter-
prise and their probity. Look through the councils of our cities, using any mi-
croscope you can find, and tell me how many such men you discern in them.
Under the system I propose, it is, humanly speaking, certain that these better
men would seek entrance into our city councils. Especially would this be the
case if our citizens should, by and by, learn that it is better to have in the com-
mon council an honest man, though a Republican, than a scoundrel, though a
Democrat; and better to have a man of ability and civic pride, though a Democ-
rat, than a wealk, yielding creature, though a Republican.

Some objections will be made. It will be said, first, that wealthy and well-
t-do people do not do their duty in city matters; that if they should, they
would have better city government. This is true to this extent, that even well-
fo-do men are in city politics strangely led away from their civic duties by fan-
cied allegiance to national party men and party issues. But in other respects it is
untrue; the vote of a single tenement house, managed by a professional politi-
cian, will neutralize the vote of an entire street of well-to-do citizens. Men in
business soon find this out; they soon find that to work for political improve-
ment under the present system is time and labor and self-respect thrown away.
ltmay be also said that the proposal is impracticable. I ask, why? History does
not show it to be impracticable; for we have before us, as I have shown, the
practice of all other great civilized nations on earth, and especially of our prin-
cipal sister republics.

But it will be said that “revolutions do not go backward.” They did go
backward in the great cities of Europe when these rid themselves of the old bad
system that had at bottom the theory under which ours are managed, and
when they entered into their new and better system. The same objection, that
revolutions do not go backward, was made against any reform in the tenure of



office of the governor and of the higher judiciary in the State of New York; and
yet the revolution did go backward, that is, it went back out of doctrinaire folly
into sound, substantial, common-sense statesmanship. In 1847 the State of New
York so broke away from the old conservative moorings as to make all judge-
ships elective, with short terms, small pay, and wretched accommodations, and
the same plan was pursued as regards the governor and other leading officials;
but the State, some years since, very wisely went back to much of its former
system—in short, made a revolution backward, if any one chooses to call it
so—resuming the far better system of giving our governor and higher judges
longer terms, larger salaries, better accommodations, and dignified surround-
ings. We see, then, that it is not true that steps in a wrong direction in a republic
cannot be retraced. As they have been retraced in State affairs, so they may be
in municipal affairs.

But it will be said that this change in city government involves a long
struggle. It may or it may not. If it does, such a struggle is but part of the price
which we pay for the maintenance of free institutions in town, State, and na-
tion. For this struggle, I especially urge all men of light and leading to prepare
themselves. As to the public at large, what is most needed in regard to munici-
pal affairs, as in regard to public affairs generally, is the quiet, steady evolution
of a knowledge of truth and of proper action in view of it. That truth, as regards
city government, is simply the truth that municipal affairs are not political; that
political parties as such have nothing to do with cities; that the men who im-
port political considerations into municipal management are to be opposed.
This being the case, the adoption of some such system as that which I have
sketched would seem likely to prove fruitful of good.




