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ABSTRACT

IMMIGRANT PLACE ENTREPRENEURS AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN
HOUSTON’S CHINATOWN DISTRICTS

By
Anthony Arthur Knapp
Faced with an increasingly competitive global economy, Houston’s local
government and private interests, which constitute a powerful growth machine,
aggressively pursued inner city redevelopment initiatives as a strategy to bolster tourism,
attract new residents, and increase revenue. Past scholarship has focused on examples of
celebrated ethnic neighborhood redevelopment projects in various cities resulting from
the interplay of both private and public actors. In the Houston, Texas context, Chinese
immigrant neighborhoods lack support from local government even though Houston uses
these neighborhoods to promote its image as a multicultural city. Instead, high-profile
individuals serving as local place entrepreneurs from the Chinese community play a
major role in shaping these immigrant districts. This lack of public support indicates that
such a development was not part of Houston’s plan to revitalize the inner city. This study
considers the typology of Houston’s neighborhoods by analyzing 1980 and 2000 census
data and comparing the changing characteristics of neighborhoods targeted for
redevelopment by the city’s growth machine. Results show that Houston’s recent push to
revive the inner city and its emphasis on fostering multiculturalism has not translated into
economic improvements for its Asian residents. These findings provide insight into the
priorities of the local growth machine and identify trends that are relevant to issues of

equity within neighborhood-level redevelopment initiatives.
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I. Introduction

There is a Chinese saying, “‘If there’s water, there’s money’ ... water is seen as a
symbol of fortune and wealth” (Yip 1993a, p. D18). Houston, Texas, which has
benefited from its location next to the Gulf of Mexico and its natural resources, has had a
long history of aggressively promoting economic growth centered on petroleum and
shipping. An outcome of the city’s strong linkages to overseas trade has been its
familiarity to global markets and immigration. Although Houston is most noted for its
large Latino presence, the city is also home to a thriving entrepreneurial Asian
population, which makes up only 5% of the city’s total population, yet accounts for 25%
of local Small Business Administration loans (Kaplan 2002). Since the 1970s, there has
been an organized effort among immigrant business interests, most notably the Chinese,
in establishing an ethnic business district in the city.

During the creation of Houston’s suburban Chinatown in the mid-1980s, Asian
developers had promoted that district both domestically and abroad. “Word is said to be
spreading, especially in Taiwan and Hong Kong, that if you're moving to the U.S.,
Houston is the place to settle,” exhorts an article from the Wall Street Journal that
exemplifies the advantages for Asian immigrants living in Houston (Kaplan 2002, p. Al).
That same promotion also highlights Houston’s appeal among foreigners for doing
business with its low unemployment, unionization, rent, and real estate costs. These
accolades parallel those very values espoused by both the city’s municipal government
and entrenched business elite, reflecting a general support of a pro-business environment

among both immigrant and non-immigrants groups.



Houston’s business friendly atmosphere is underpinned by an approach to urban
governance influenced by a long succession of elite business interests and political
associates who shared a common goal of promoting economic growth. The economic
growth of some U.S. cities has been strongly influenced by an alliance of influential
private and public sector coalitions that promoted their respective land holdings for
development, thus forming an urban growth machine. The outcome of such coalitions
has altered local policies to promote pro-growth initiatives, where local government is
tailored to the needs of high-profile businesses and individuals allied with the growth
machine. As recognized in the seminal work by Joe Feagin’s (1988) Free Enterprise
City, Houston provides a fitting example of growth machine governance.

While local officials historically supported private projects—through public
subsidies and public-private partnerships—Houston’s local government has refrained
from participating in several aspects of urban management, which are then delegated to
private enterprise. For example, neighborhood restrictive covenants, legal associations,
and master planned private developments substitute for citywide public zoning laws.
Houstonians for Responsible Growth, an organization representing members from the
real estate industry and supported by former mayor Bob Lanier, had become a powerful
political force in rebuffing popular attempts to regulate development, especially plans to
implement zoning (Snyder 2008b). Referring to Houston’s future growth plan, one
commentator observed that “[i]Jn a manner typical throughout modern Texas, private
interests began to develop the comprehensive vision that public entities had failed to

achieve” (Barna 2003b, p. 47).



The city’s claim of a minimal government philosophy also influenced immigrant
developments. In one example of local immigrant real estate projects, one observer
identified the suburban Chinatown as the epitome of Houston-style private development,
comprised of “a string of strip centers with air-conditioned stores, built on the most basic
of Houston formulas: Develop affordable land in driving range of your target suburban
customer and keep expanding” (Kaplan 2002, p. A1). This outcome adds to the
perception that in Houston the lack of government structure means the future success of
the city rests on the entrepreneurial prowess of private developers, both local and foreign.
Nevertheless, the expanse of privately driven development across the urban landscape
conceals the fact that local government, as an integral component of the growth machine,
maintains an active role in facilitating and hindering urban development in targeted
neighborhoods, as well as influencing both the type and scale of development.

During the mid-1980s, Houston was forced to reevaluate its growth strategy as
falling worldwide oil prices inflicted heavy losses on the local petroleum industry. The
collapse of the city’s basic economic sector led to a devastating regional recession at a
time when the rest of the country was experiencing positive economic growth.
Throughout the 1990s, the city attempted to diversify the local economy and shifted focus
towards developing other emerging economic sectors such as health & medical research,
education, high-tech industries, specialized services, transportation, tourism, and finance
(Vojnovic 2003a, 2003b). One phenomenon of note has been the growth machine’s
focus on infusing public investment into Houston’s downtown and inner city
neighborhoods as a means to bring residents and tourists to the city center, shoring up

flagging revenues and creating new investment opportunities for private development.



By 2008, this program had led to the creation of twelve distinct urban “districts,” which
comprise of neighborhoods that have been recognized by the city and promoted to
tourism. Ten of these districts are located in the inner city and several neighborhoods
have been targeted by the city for intensive public investment.

Since the 1970s, municipal governments throughout the country and their allies
have been hard pressed to redraw urban economic development strategies in the wake of
deindustrialization and federal deregulation. Compounding this economic restructuring
and reduction in federal support is the erosion of national and international barriers to
economic activity, which not only allowed for greater mobility of capital across
international borders but also signaled the rise of international competition between
geographic regions for this mobile capital. Many regions in Europe and North America
diverted their efforts from manufacturing towards ventures that will draw in tourists and a
new wave of residents; cities now are engaged in the production of urban “visitability”
(Dicks 2003) and “livability” (Ley 1996). More specifically, cities pursue these
strategies in order to attract consumer spending that can be confined within the locality
(Harvey 1989b); this leads to the creation of initiatives that produce concentrations of
upper to middle-class spending in the city.

The emphasis on Houston’s inner city, however, has been a relatively recent
phenomenon compared to other North American cities. Though plans to redevelop
Houston’s downtown and surrounding inner city neighborhoods existed during the 1980s,
tangible results were not realized until the mid-1990s. According to one measure in
1995, Houston’s downtown contained approximately 900 apartment and condominium

units but that number would grow to an estimated 2000 units by the end of 1999, and the



area within a two mile radius from downtown recorded growth in new residential units
averaging 33 percent per year (Barna 2003a).

In addition to these changing economic conditions, differentiations associated
with place became more important for cities to remain competitive for mobile
investment, tourism, real estate development, and new residents. Urban development
projects, which promote unique local cultures, are often invoked by public and private
entities in order to augment a particular locale’s advantage when competing in the global
market for capital and labor (Harvey 1989a, Zukin 1995). Urban cultural diversity is a
vital resource for economic development since potential investors do consider this
diversity as one of many determining factors for locating new businesses (Pang and Rath
2007).

In the case of Houston, the celebration of ethnic diversity has become an
important component of its new growth agenda, and particularly as it relates to urban
reinvestment and redevelopment. Ethnic diversity, historically downplayed in this
southern city, had become a new focus of attention by the 1980s. One study asserts,
“Houston’s public and private leadership has been virtually unanimous in calling for the
city to capitalize on its diversity in the new economy” (Klineberg 2005, p. 31). This
awareness is also evident among the general populace, where a citywide survey revealed
that 61% of white residents polled believed ethnic diversity was good for the city
(Klineberg 2007).

Immigration is largely responsible for Houston’s rich ethnic diversity. During the
latter part of the 20™ century, Houston became a major gateway city for immigrants. In

1970, Harris County, which includes the City of Houston, recorded 44,515 foreign-born



residents (2.7% of the total county population), which ballooned to 202,011 (8.4%) by
1980, 403,974 (16.7%) by 1990, and 756,548 (22.2%) by 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau
1970, 1980, 1990, 2000). The greater appreciation for diversity has created an
opportunity to attract investment into immigrant neighborhoods, many of which are
located in the inner city during the 1980s and 1990s. The 2004 Houston Survey
identified access to ethnic diversity, in addition to cultural amenities, as an important
reason why the inner city is increasingly becoming attractive to Houston’s White
suburban residents (Klineberg and Fitzmorris 2004).

It has been generally argued that this greater acceptance of ethnic diversity by the
local population, combined with the promotion of diversity by the local media and
government, has been a boon for Houston’s minorities. In his study of Houston’s ethnic
business interests, Jan Lin (1995) argued that the recent attention placed on inner city
redevelopment had given immigrant communities an opportunity to attract attention from
the mainstream growth machine. In some cases, certain communities produce a
collection of ethnic business elites who have the entrepreneurial skill and market savvy to
drive urban developments in these communities at a large scale. Lin’s (1995)
documentation of Houston’s downtown area ethnic communities—such as the African
American Freedmen’s Town, the Mexican American barrios in the Second Ward, and
Houston’s downtown Chinatown—provided early Houston examples of how ethnic
interests have been shaping the city’s landscape. By far, Houston’s Chinese have had the
most success of all minority groups in creating a vibrant ethnic commercial district in the

city.



Given the new celebration of ethnic diversity, one could assume at first glance
that the growth machine might welcome the Asian entrepreneurial spirit and aspirations
to reshape the city, at least selectively, as had been argued by Lin (1995). In addition,
given the experience of ethnic place entrepreneurs in Los Angeles (Light 2002) and
Miami (Nijman 1997), and their influence on the growth coalitions in these major urban
centers, along with the growing celebration of diversity across large American cities in
general, it could be reasonably assumed that Houston’s new appreciation of ethnic
diversity would benefit ethnic minorities as well as the city at large. Although Houston
encourages the creation of distinct neighborhood districts as part of the larger scheme to
revive its urban core, the extent to which ethnic neighborhoods are incorporated into the
growth agenda is not clear. The role of ethnic groups participating in Houston’s urban
revival efforts have been especially questionable given the new reinvestment that are
taking place in the city since the mid-1990s—after Jan Lin’s article was published in
1995. The purpose of this study is to investigate Houston’s Chinese immigrant place
entrepreneurs, to document the role they played in reshaping Houston’s urban
environment, and to explore the link between the city’s new growth agenda of promoting
diversity and any measurable economic benefits that this had on Houston’s Chinese

population.

1.1 Background to the Problem Statement

In the latter 20" century, with municipalities facing increasing pressures to
become more entrepreneurial and competitive in the global economy, local governments

and private interests have directed extensive investment to bolster certain culturally rich



neighborhoods as an economic development strategy to attract both domestic and
international tourism and investment. Elite interest groups and place entrepreneurs play a
critical role in promoting and directing these urban development programs in their
respective locales. The marketing of neighborhoods to investment by promoting the
intrinsic uniqueness of place, displaying cultural resources, and developing tourism in the
city, has become a common economic development strategy in the postindustrial urban
economies of North America and Western Europe (Harvey 1989a; Sorkin 1992; Philo
and Kearns 1993; Dicks 2003). Not only do these places draw tourists and investment,
they also attract new, typically affluent, residents to bolster the fiscal reserves in cities.
Urban places, tourism, and immigration are closely intertwined as well. Several
immigrant communities played a greater role in rejuvenating certain cultural and
economic functions in the urban core of large metropolitan regions (Lin 1995, 1998;
Dymski and Li 2004; Li et al 2006). For example, immigrant neighborhoods often serve
as sites of major festivals and special events, and are the home to a variety of ethnic
businesses, which run the gamut from small corner grocery stores to multinational banks.
In some cases, the “Chinatowns, Koreatowns, and Little Havanas of the postindustrial
city have rejuvenated warehouse districts, retail corridors, and residential quarters of the
zone-in-transition, reversing the obsolescence threatened with the decentralization of jobs
and people to the urban periphery” (Lin 1998, p. 314). Consequently, high-profile
representatives and business leaders from these immigrant communities have become
active in directing the local urban economic development initiatives in these
neighborhoods (Wood 1997; Light 2002; Hackworth and Rekers 2005; Li 2006a, 2006b;

Lo 2006; Wood 2006; Pang and Rath 2007). These recent events reflect the dynamic



nature of immigrant populations and businesses as well as the host society’s changing
attitudes toward the presence of immigrant communities and their impacts on the urban

landscape.

1.2 The Problem Statement

Although studies have documented immigrants and their connection to urban
revitalization in the North American gateway cities, the extent to which immigrant place
entrepreneurs, as well as their land holdings in ethnic neighborhoods, are incorporated
into the urban growth ageﬁda is not clear. Little has been done to directly measure the
subsequent socioeconomic changes occurring in these neighborhoods in the face of urban
redevelopment. Also, previous studies have focused primarily on the major immigrant
gateway cities along the east and west coasts of North America. However, the level of
public involvement and the consequent impacts of immigrant groups on these cities are
not necessarily replicated in the newly rising gateway cities in the southern United States.
In this research, I examine the marketing of ethnic places by Chinese immigrant place
entrepreneurs in Houston, Texas—a city that has experienced an influx of immigrants
during the latter half of the 20" century, and as of 2000 had the fourth largest foreign-

born population in the United States (Bergman 2003)." ?

! According to the 2000 U.S. Census, the largest foreign-born populations among U.S.
cities in 2000 were in New York City with 2.9 million people, Los Angeles at 1.5 million,
Chicago with 629,000, and Houston with 516,000 (Bergman 2003).

2A study from the 2002 American Community Survey (ACS) ranks Houston ninth
among large U.S. cities (population > 250,000) in terms of the proportion of the
population that are foreign-born (Buckner and Gonzalez 2003).



1.3 The General Hypothesis

The general hypothesis is that: immigrant place entrepreneurs have driven the
urban development initiatives in Houston’s Chinatown districts, with the public sector
providing verbal support, but little in terms of fiscal support to back these initiatives. This
lack of financial support effectively reveals the priorities that the city of Houston places
in its economic development policies, and that ethnic communities are in fact not a
priority in its urban revitalization strategy despite the local public rhetoric of celebrating
ethnic diversity. The lack of public fiscal aid in developing the suburban “New”
Chinatown also reveals that the ethnic place entrepreneurs, though important in
attracting immigrant development projects, continue to fall outside the mainstream

growth coalition in Houston.

1.4 Justification

Reacting to the erosion of the traditional economic base, and the changing
preferences of residents and tourists toward urban amenities, many cities and their
respective elites have realigned their economic development strategies to include
diversity. This trend reflects the influence of the critical urban studies pioneered by Jane
Jacobs (1961), who staunchly advocated for the preservation and creation of diverse and
mixed-use neighborhoods. Since 2000, several commentators have argued that such
diverse and amenity-rich environments are essential in attracting the talented and highly
skilled labor force necessary to run the postindustrial urban economy, which has
increasingly become service-based (Landry 2000; Florida 2002; Clark 2004). Ethnic

places, with their culturally rich offerings, can provide a significant contribution to
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building an urban atmosphere based on entertainment that visitors and residents find
appealing (Mele 1996). As a result, cities are becoming increasingly aware of the
potential benefits of its cultural capital embodied within the various racial and ethnic
communities. Business improvement districts and economic/community development
organizations, along with a coalition of other stakeholders, are encouraging the assertion
of ethnic identity on the urban landscape as a means to enhance neighborhood vitality and
ultimately spur investment back into the city. In this light, immigrant businesses in
several major cities are finding new avenues of support among co-ethnic financiers as
well as local governments (Hohn 2005).

These concepts, especially evident in Richard Florida’s writings on the creative-
class and creative-city models, have gained greater saliency among public media, policy
makers, public administrators, and urban elites. One reason for the attractiveness of these
models is that they seek to link the popular notion of “celebrating diversity” (tolerance of
different races, ethnicities, genders, and sexual orientations) to enhancing economic
growth. Places that have a greater appreciation for residents of differing backgrounds
tend to do well in terms of economic growth according to Florida (2002). One glaring
omission from that study, however, is the analysis of diversity in terms of economic
status. The first edition of Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class makes little mention
of economic inequality or poverty in cities that attract the creative class. This omission is
addressed in his second edition (Florida 2004), which provides a correlation between
income inequality and economic growth. Florida’s analysis shows a strong positive
association between these two measures; cities with high levels of economic growth are

also places with high levels of economic inequality. This finding is unsettling since it
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suggests that the attractive and economically vibrant cities, which Florida and a growing
multitude of policy-makers, public officials, and private interests are aspiring to imitate in
their own localities, are places that are tolerant of diverse peoples but show little regard
for improving the conditions of its economically disenfranchised citizens.

This situation is elicited in greater detail in Walter Benn Michaels’ (2006) book
The Trouble With Diversity: How We Learned to Love Identity and Ignore Inequality.
Michaels explains that during the closing decades of the 20" century this growing
fascination with appreciating racial/ethnic diversity has preoccupied the public and
political discourse while diminishing the urgency to abate income inequality in the
United States. The right-wing left-wing sociopolitical divide in which racial diversity
was a polarizing topic during the Civil Rights era has become less defined by the close of
the 20" century. Michaels asserts that both liberals and conservatives are incorporating
this idea of celebrating racial diversity into their respective social agendas. The most
recent Bush administration had trumpeted its recruitment of racial minoritie§ to its fold.
In 2009, the first African American was selected to serve as chairman of the Republican
National Committee. In the Texas Supreme Court, which is entirely Republican, three
out of the eight total justices consist of racial minorities. Republican Governor Rick
Perry appointed Justice David Medina, a Hispanic American, to the Texas Supreme
Court. According to one Houston study, “[w]hen being racist and segregationist began to
interfere with economic success, many white leaders lost interest in preserving the old
system” (Houston Metropolitan Study 1998, p. 34).

In terms of diversity within the city, both liberal and conservative urban

governments are appropriating racial and ethnic cultures to promote the locality.
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“Indeed, diversity has become virtually a sacred concept in American life today. No
one’s really against it; people tend instead to differ only in their degrees of enthusiasm
for it and their ingenuity in pursuing it” (Michaels 2006, p. 12). However, there is an
important difference between merely appreciating diversity and using diversity to address
the rich-poor divide—a divide that is associated closely with race. The “problem with
diversity,” as Michaels (2006, p. 172) states, “is not just that it won’t solve the problem
of economic inequality; it’s that it makes it hard for us even to see the problem.” The
creative-city model encourages policy makers to pursue strategies that take advantage of
its local wealth of cultural amenities, especially those that promote diversity, which is a
notion that attracts “targeted” tourists and residents into the city but at the same time
obfuscates the pressing problems of economic inequality. These initiatives serve to
promote the city favorably and show that despite the social ills brought about by the
current economic system, the city is doing just fine.

The celebration of ethnic places, therefore, may not necessarily be the solution for
sustained urban revitalization. The presence of growth coalitions that have adopted these
economic development strategies may yield outcomes that neglect certain residents and
businesses in the community, especially those who are most economically vulnerable.
Certain ethnic and immigrant groups may be left out of the planning process, and
activities from these coalitions may exacerbate already precarious levels of
socioeconomic polarization. Urban redevelopment projects initiated by place
entrepreneurs may cause property values to skyrocket, which leads to the expulsion of the

most economically disenfranchised from the neighborhood.
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These outcomes have led some to view the city in a negative light. David Ley
(2003) notes that these types of development projects create a somewhat fabricated
environment since it is not an accurate recreation of an authentic community and shields
high-income eamers from those urban lifestyles that burden many citizens living in
poverty. As cities attempt to redevelop themselves as viable destinations for
consumption and leisure, Ley (2003) argues that in the process of this transformation,
today’s cities have become “privatized” places of surveillance that maintain certain zones
of consumption for those with disposable income, while ensuring that visitors and
wealthier residents are not detracted by the homeless and poor, who are excluded from
this zone. Other examples markedly show the implications of these types of
developments that use theme and imagery to manage the urban environment. In the case
of New York City, business improvement districts have spawned a growing collection of
carefully constructed and manicured zones in the city, which promote an image of social
order and visual consistency to the visitor (Zukin 1995, 1998). Dear and Flusty (1998)
observe the extreme disparities in the wealthy and poor zones in Los Angeles, and the
markedly different lifestyles between these zones, which are maintained by heavy
surveillance and policing.

In addition to the appropriation of images to maintain a certain theme in the
landscape, these developments also open neighborhoods up to the uncertainties of an
increasingly global market. Urban development is much more piecemeal and speculative
than before, with greater attention placed on particular projects and places that pose the
greatest chance to attract investment rather than city-wide services and investments in

health care, education, and housing (Knox 1993). This has led to a proliferation of
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spectacular set-piece projects such as upscale shopping centers, festival market places,
redeveloped waterfronts and warehouse districts, stadiums, and convention centers.
Cities view major convention centers and other similar infrastructure projects as “loss
leaders” (Fainstein and Stokes 1998, p. 155), but this notion can be used to justify public
expenditures on a variety of megaprojects (Levine 2003). Therefore, cities often
spearhead these projects with aplomb with the hopes of improving the image of the city
and attract additional forms of development even if these projects themselves are poor
economic performers.

More recently, in the summer of 2007, the economic fallout from the poorly
regulated subprime lending market negatively impacted every city in the United States,
exacerbating the precarious social and economic inequalities in the more vulnerable
locales. Thus, the current system effectively makes the city a place on edge, with its
leaders constantly engaged in the fight to keep capital from fleeing to other locales while
also trying to attract new investment. As an effect of this fight for capital, places of
leisure and consumption are relegated to the highly manicured zones of culture and
display. The rise in the display of cultural pluralism and diversity in neighborhoods are a
common public gesture to promote the image of the city, but marginalization and
inequality yet remain a reality (Kahn 1995).

In addition to measuring the corresponding effects of urban redevelopment,
especially within ethnic neighborhoods, this thesis considers the regional aspect of this
problem. Further research on southern cities is important since the phenomenon of place
entrepreneurialism and place marketing may differ from New York City, Los Angeles,

and Chicago, which have been discussed by scholars in great detail for decades.

15



Politically and economically, the southern states have been gaining greater power as they
continue to grow in population and increase their economic performance. Public policy
at the regional and national levels will be impacted by the growing importance of the
southern states. A particularly regional brand of politics that has been unique to Texas
for decades finally pervaded the national stage during the dawn of the 21* century—
which strikingly differs from the relatively progressive administration headed by
President Lyndon B. Johnson, who is a native Texan. The LBJ presidency was notably
one of the last administrations that promoted a comprehensive urban program to improve
the conditions of America’s cities. A greater understanding of this phenomenon of place
entrepreneurialism and place marketing, which occurs in increasingly diverse cities, is
essential when considering future policies that may yield applicable economic and
community development initiatives in other city-regions while also considering the

inevitable implications relating to equity, diversity, and growth.

1.5 Conceptual Framework

This thesis adopts growth machine theory as the conceptual model for explaining
the shaping of urban places in Houston, Texas. The crux of the growth machine
framework is the presence of a well-organized and highly influential coalition of land-
based interests (place entrepreneurs), as well as other private and public agents, all
striving for a common goal of securing economic growth in their respective localities.
The introduction briefly highlighted the structural transformation of urban economies
faced by many North American cities, the movement towards deregulation, and the

changing tastes and preferences of the new urban class of residents and tourists. This
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thesis argues that growth machine—thougﬁ describing a phenomenon in urban
development dating back to the 1800s in the United States—remains relevant within the
context of contemporary Houston (Vojnovic 2003a, 2003b). Although the economic
transitions from an industrial to a specialized services and high-tech economy affected
Houston’s traditional economic and political structure, the city’s local growth coalitions
have adapted accordingly with a new growth agenda, which includes direct reinvestment
into neighborhoods that cater to the new urban class of residents and tourists. During the
closing decades of the 20" century, Houston’s growth coalitions have engaged in a
variety of new economic pursuits, including the revitalization of its declining urban core.

The central focus in this thesis is the use of culturally distinct neighborhoods, and
particularly immigrant business districts, by Houston’s growth coalitions as a strategy to
attract investment into the city. Important investments include new real estate
developments for middle to upper income residents as well as building vibrant urban
neighborhoods to attract tourists, which encourages additional new residential
developments in the urban core. By promoting neighborhoods that satisfy the needs of
this target group, the city may accomplish its growth-oriented objectives—to keep
investment and middle to upper income residents within the city. Within the context of
Houston, given its history of post-war suburbanization and urban decline, an important
strategy was to bring people back into the city and to repopulate the urban core.

Finally, this thesis considers the recent attention of scholars on the role of
immigrant communities in supporting, and at least selectively influencing, the objectives
of a city’s growth machine. This thesis argues that regardless of Houston’s recent focus

on inner city revival and the potential use of diversity to promote development, the city’s
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ethnic and racial minorities have not been an important influence on local development,
and have not economically benefited from this new appreciation of diversity. This
research illustrates that the development and eventual destruction of Houston'’s
downtown Chinatown is partially attributed to competing development projects, both
public and private, that have been extensively funded by government, revealing the
traditional public support structures of the growth machine, even in a city considered the
model of laissez-faire. The collapse of this Chinese business district indicates that this
ethnic neighborhoods is not a part of the city’s plan for downtown revival and that the
Chinese place entrepreneurs, while the most economically influential ethnic group in

Houston, are not an influence on the mainstream growth coalitions.

1.6 Thesis Qutline

In chapter 2, I present the literature review and theoretical discussion on the urban
growth machine. The literature then elicits the notion that the growth machine over time
had appropriated culture as a strategy for growth, which replaces the traditional strategy
of attracting major employers into the area with neighborhood redevelopment and tourist-
based initiatives. Immigrants are considered one of the predominant agents in
introducing diverse cultures into the region, which then may be used by a well developed
immigrant growth machine or appropriated by the city’s mainstream growth machine.
Narrowing the geographic scale even further, the literature review focuses on examples
that reflect both the historical and current growth coalition strategies in Houston, Texas

and how they relate to the Chinese immigrant community in particular.
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Chapter 3 presents the research questions, hypothesis, research objectives, and
methods for collecting data and analysis. The methods used in this thesis are derived
from previous studies examined in the literature review. This thesis will use both
primary (interviews) and secondary data (newspaper articles, governmental literature, and
census data). This study proposes the use of principal components analysis (PCA),
cluster analysis, and t testing, as methods to quantify the changing socioeconomic
conditions occurring in Houston’s neighborhoods. This analysis also provides a setting
in which to compare the economic conditions experienced by the Asian subpopulations
with Houston’s mainstream white residents as a way to test Houston’s celebration of
diversity.

In chapter 4, I describe the development of Houston from a growth machine
perspective, describing the type of political atmosphere that pervades the governance of
this city to this day. Chapter 5 provides a historical narrative based on primary and
secondary sources to reveal the relationship the Chinese place entrepreneurs had with the
city, and Houston’s growth coalitions.

Chapter 6 presents the quantitative dimension to this analysis, which employs
census data to measure neighborhood change in Houston. In the final analysis, this study
applies PCA, cluster analysis, and t testing on modified census data to compare the
economic prosperity of the Asian neighborhoods with those of the White neighborhoods.

Chapter 7 serves as the conclusion for this study and discusses the contribution of
the results to the growth machine discourse and implications for public policy. The
second section provides additional recommendations for further research in this topic,

particularly within Houston, Texas. The final section offers concluding remarks.
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2. Literature Review and Theory

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the core components behind growth machine theory and
augments it by incorporating immigrant urban elites in neighborhood-level development
and redevelopment projects. Challenges to Logan and Molotch’s (1987) initial
proposition on the limited influence of ethnic place entrepreneurs on the growth machine
by Ivan Light (2002) in Los Angeles, Jan Nijman (1997) in Miami, and Jan Lin (1995) in
Houston will be examined. In the Houston context, urban governance was, and continues
to be, influenced by a strong organization of business and public interests, underpinned
by property development initiatives that are facilitated by a strong consensus on
maintaining pro-business and pro-growth policies.

This research argues that in recent decades, shifts in municipal management and
urban planning practices, forced by widespread economic changes and cultural
transitions, have led to a greater tolerance of certain nonconformist neighborhoods. Such
neighborhoods include artist quarters, theater districts, gay neighborhoods, historic
districts, waterfronts, warehouse districts, and ethnic enclaves. These neighborhoods are
recognized by cities due to their innate physical and cultural qualities, which fit into
overarching ideal of the “celebration of diversity.” Jan Lin (1995) argued that the
growing interest in reviving such neighborhoods, many of which are home to inner city
minorities, has created an opportunity for enterprising minorities, who were traditionally
marginalized, to benefit from the new growth agenda. The urban elite has accepted this
cultural turn as a means to increase revenue and revive targeted neighborhoods by

attracting tourists, businesses, and new residents back into the city. Both private and
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public agents are active in transforming these targeted neighborhoods into attractive
districts by packaging certain neighborhood qualities to conform to a distinct theme.
Neighborhoods under this condition can be marketed to certain segments of the
population, with the aid of an active municipal coalition of growth-oriented interests. In
many cases, neighborhoods are specifically packaged and marketed to attract
predominately middle to upper income class of tourists and residents. In Houston,
government and elite land-based interests, who continue to constitute cohesive growth
coalitions—although more diffused in power from the city’s classical growth machine—
have adopted the celebration of ethnic diversity as a means to increase the attractiveness
and economic competitiveness of the city. However, despite the new marketing and
visibility of ethnicity, the city’s new celebration of diversity may not translate into

tangible economic improvements among ethnic minorities.

2.2 The Growth Machine and the Land-Based Urban Elite

Harvey Molotch (1976) conceptualized the city’s urban elite as a “growth
machine,” where a locality may house a collection of land-based interest groups and
individuals whose primary goal is to promote urban economic growth. Their activities
would ultimately increase land values and yield higher revenues for these groups and
local governments. The growth machine thesis challenged the traditional concept of the
city where its urban spatial outcomes were dictated entirely by the constraints of supply
and demand, within a leaderless market, and sought to emphasize the role of agency,
especially as it relates to a handful of powerful local interest groups and individuals, in

the shaping of urban places. The growth machine competed against other cities for
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mobile capital by raising funds to build the necessary infrastructure, winning subsidies
and tax abatements to attract businesses, and promoting local policies designed to foster a
favorable business climate. Members of the growth coalition were also able to take
advantage of the pro-growth approach to urban governance and ensure the public
subsidization of their own local economic projects, ensuring lower levels of financial
risk. For these reasons, Molotch argues that the economic health of cities and spatial
distribution of populations should not be attributed solely to chance or to the “invisible
hand” of free markets, as underlined by the notion of an unorganized free market that
responds to a leaderless and highly-mobile population of “rational” decision-makers.
Although the role of the market is important, Molotch stresses the tremendous clout of
local growth coalitions in driving development and local economic expansion. Growth
coalitions may have a substantial impact on local land markets once government actors
become involved, skewing the competitiveness for investment towards certain
neighborhoods and economic agents.

The growth machine thesis was modified further in John Logan and Harvey
Molotch’s 1987 book Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place. In this work, the
authors placed additional emphasis on the importance of urban real estate development in
shaping urban systems. Borrowing from classical Marxist principles, Logan and Molotch
make a distinction between the “use-value” and the “exchange-value” of land. Use-value
represents value that people attach to a particular place due to its inherent qualities that
facilitate everyday living and uses. In the case of residential properties, a house or
apartment unit has use-value to its inhabitants because it serves a particular use, such as

providing a home. However, over time, these properties generate rent (exchange-value)
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for its owners. Property owners differ with respect to which of these aspects is most
important to their own lives. For some owners, properties are merely places for living in,
whereas others would view properties as places to invest in through purchasing,
accumulating, upgrading, packaging, leasing, and selling.

This use-value/exchange-value duality coincides with a divide between owner
preferences. On one extreme, there exist the residents, who utilize place to satisfy an
essential need, in most cases providing adequate living arrangements. On the other
extreme, ‘“‘place entrepreneurs” view places as opportunities for investment and financial
return. Most people value their land or buildings for the day-to-day uses they generate
for the owner but a small group of owners, which have the capability to do so, are
organized to tap into the potential financial gains that the land and buildings may
generate. The latter type achieves their goal of maximizing the value of their holdings by
intensifying land uses on their properties. Logan and Molotch (1987) identify these place
entrepreneurs as the primary agents behind the urban development process. Yet, these
agents constitute one dimension of the growth machine.

Place entrepreneurs are part of a privileged class of urban landowners who are
directly responsible for buying places and collecting rents at a large-scale. They have the
task of attracting and trapping certain types of human activity within their accumulation
of holdings by altering the conditions that structure the local land markets. This process
is accomplished through their active influence on various levels of decision making in the
public and private sectors that affect the locational advantages of place. Place
entrepreneurs encourage public investment in infrastructure, lobby against development

restrictions, advocate for government subsidies towards private businesses and
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development projects, as well as promote other programs that will rearrange the
relationships between places to their advantage.

However, these agents cannot achieve their goals alone. Place entrepreneurs
often lack the expertise and the capacity to establish residential, commercial, and
industrial projects without the aid from additional individuals and organizations.
Corporations and real estate developers are those organizations that actually modify
places for these uses but are increasingly footloose and have several opportunities to
locate across space; they are not necessarily bound to a particular place and have the
freedom to locate their activities wherever the potential for profit exists. Such
organizations are recruited to build these places whereas the property owners take a cut of
the financial gain.

The success of the entrepreneurs’ investments, however, rides on their ability to
attract these necessary agents into their holdings. This is the weakness of place
entrepreneurs as a class; they are “place-bound” since their holdings are not mobile and
cannot readily be uprooted to follow capital from one place to another. Logan and
Molotch (1987) refer to this condition as “parochial capital” in which initial capital has
already been fixed into land holdings, motivating the place entrepreneur to remain in
place while doing everything in their power to attract additional investment. Another
reason why place entrepreneurs are place-based and not readily mobile is their tacit
knowledge of the region’s political and economic climate as well as familiarity with local
business interests, institutions, political officials, and allies. Such intimate networks,
which take years to build, would be difficult to reconstruct if the place entrepreneur were

to leave for another locality.
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The investment offered by corporations, real estate developers, non-local
government, and other entities with access to credit, on the other hand, is more mobile
and can shift readily from one place to another. Logan and Molotch refer to this mobile
capital as “metropolitan capital.” The land-based entrepreneurs strive to attract
metropolitan capital into their holdings by either bargaining with local and non-local
investors or by pushing local government to create a “business-friendly” environment
that will attract investment (metropolitan capital) into their region. Many strategies rely
on the use of government subsidies to modify local land markets that encourage high-
return developments in certain places. Within the growth machine perspective, place
entrepreneurs with the greatest political influence control the places that are receiving
government assistance.

Growth machines form through an alliance of place entrepreneurs, government
officials, businesses, media organizations, developers, real estate agents, bankers,
schools, and others. The methods used to achieve the objectives of the landowners,
which is to maximize rents generated from their holdings, are seen by members of the
growth machine to benefit their own individual interests. All members of the growth
machine share a common commitment to promote economic growth in the face of intense
competition for capital across space. Within this competitive spirit, the growth machine
is charged with generating and sustaining, in Logan and Molotch’s (1987) words, the
“place patriotism of the masses” (p. 60), where growth machine aspirations are tied to
local civic pride. In the political realm, public benefits from growth machine projects are
accentuated, whereas benefits to private interests are downplayed, and the celebration of

local growth compliments the notion ingrained in the American consciousness that

25



growth signifies success. Such a marketing tactic emboldens the general populace to take
ownership of the growth agenda and thus disarms popular resistance against the growth
machine.

However, the decision-making system under the growth machine serves to benefit
the most powerful while the least powerful are at a disadvantage. The growth machine
members’ common focus on exchange-value over use-value in urban real estate creates a
condition where “in many cases, probably in most, additional local growth under current
arrangements is a transfer of wealth and life chances from the general public to the [place
entrepreneurs] and their associates,” (Logan and Molotch 1987, p. 53). Thus growth
achieved by the growth machine is not equal. The costs of such as system “fall
disproportionately on low income communities and marginal local businesses, which are
often physically displaced by redevelopment strategies,” (Harding 1995, p. 43). The
growth machine may relocate, rather than generate, economic activity. In fact, in the
extreme scenario, aggregate growth in the locality may be negative while certain groups
of interest stand to benefit (Vojnovic 2000a, 2000b, 2003a).

Logan and Molotch focused on the activities of the growth machine as implicitly
controlled by members of the host society; the growth machine was directed by political
officials, business leaders, developers, real estate agents, newspapers, and other high
profile individuals and organizations, which the authors considered to be dominated by
the White majority in the North American context. Racial minorities, including
immigrants, traditionally fell outside the decision-making process of the growth machine
and thus were not entitled to the benefits that were enjoyed by the urban elite. Blacks,

and Black businesses, especially were curtailed due to institutional racism (Zunz 1982),
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as well as the vested economic interests of the majority White society. For instance,
there have been several cases where racial minority and ethnic enclave neighborhoods
were demolished to make way for urban redevelopment projects (Weaver 1955;
Anderson 1964; Wolf and LeBeaux 1967; Allen 1980; Boyd 2000; Podagosi and
Vojnovic 2008; Che 2008), which may be attributed to the lack of representation of these
community members in the local growth machine.

However, changing preferences among the middle and upper class—segments of
the population that the city relies on for economic success—have forced influential
members of the growth machine to reassess their development strategies. Subsequent
generations of culture-conscious residents and tourists had created a market for urban
development initiatives that cater to these sensitivities.” Previous growth machine tactics,
which emphasized growth at the expense of quality of life, had become obsolete due to
the greater emphasis on the urban cultural milieu demanded by this new class of urban
residents and tourists. The following sections discuss the growing importance of
culturally infused spaces in cities that appear exotic, and thus attractive, to the leisurely
class of residents and tourists. Specifically, ethnic and racial minorities, that exude this
culture of difference, now have a presence, that some have argued, is increasingly

recognized by the growth machine (Light 2002; Nijman 1997; Lin 1995).

? David Ley (1996) describes this change in middle-class sensitivities as a consequence
of the widespread counter-culture movements of the 1960s.
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2.3 Immigration and Ethnic Neighborhoods

The arrival and departure of immigrants has a definite impact on the urban places
they occupy. Immigrants often refill the pool of cheap labor, which is geared towards
filling the demands for the lower-order service industries, such as restaurants, maid
services, and small shops—many of which serve as an integral component of the tourist
industry (Philo and Kearns 1993). Immigrants also have an inherent quality that bolsters
the urban tourist industry. As the host society’s apprehension towards foreign cultures
waned in the latter-20" century, and as the tourist industry became the largest sector in
many urban economies, the real and imagined cultural expressions of these diverse
immigrant groups became a valuable commodity for many cities. In the urban landscape,
the cultural expressions of the diverse ethnic groups are evident in local architecture,
streetscapes, language, cuisines, and daily rituals.

Growing numbers of tourists gravitate to these culturally rich urban places,
bringing with them additional revenue to bolster dwindling city coffers. Not only leisure
seekers, but also business travelers and big-time investors increasingly are drawn to this
ethno-cultural urban spectacle, where they attend festivals, patronize retailers, and dine in
the choice selections of ethnic cafes and restaurants. As these ethnic neighborhoods
continue to develop over time they enjoy a greater international reputation; immigrant
commercial districts draw a significant amount of investment from overseas. Such places
attract the increasingly multinational, footloose, and affluent: the MBAs, the purveyors of
international culture, the students, the scientists, the techies, the diplomats, and the artists,

which consequently create an energized place of convergence within the global network
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of cities. Immigrants, therefore, have the potential to be the catalyzing agents of
neighborhood vitality.

In their growth machine thesis, Logan and Molotch (1987) implied that racial and
ethnic minorities fell outside of the urban growth machine. However, others have argued
that the presence of a large immigrant community has the potential to attract the attention
of the mainstream growth machine (Lin 1995; Nijman 1997; Light 2002). The influx of
immigrants in these cities can impact neighborhood vitality in two ways. First, the
presence of vibrant immigrant communities can draw from their own social capital and
also infuse new investment from alternative sources into economically depressed
neighborhoods in the city. Second, immigrants create unique communities that
contribute to the cultural diversity of the city, which can attract investment from outside
tourism and spur economic development.

In addition, Lin (1998) suggests that immigration might improve housing values
in the traditionally depressed neighborhoods of the inner city. Saiz (2003) asserts that
potentially the biggest impact of immigration on cities is their effect on housing markets
as an influx in newly arriving immigrants can contribute to higher prices and rents. Also,
immigrants may be more willing to invest in refurbishing residential properties that can
result in the revalorization of ethnic neighborhoods (Saiz 2007). These observations
contradict the traditional notion of immigrant communities located in perpetually poor
neighborhoods (ethnic ghettos) within the zone-in-transition, as espoused by the Chicago
School’s ecological urban framework (Park and Miller 1921; Burgess 1925). Pamuk
(2004) presents evidence that during the past three decades immigrant households

became the main demographic driver of housing demand in the major American cities.
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From an urban policy standpoint, newly arriving immigrant groups can revitalize the
economically depressed neighborhoods in inner cities, thus providing additional tax
revenues that have dwindled due to the decline in the traditional base economies and loss
of the affluent population to the suburban localities.

A small but growing literature focuses on the impact of ethnically owned formal
financial institutions in these immigrant neighborhoods. Increasing investments into
these neighborhoods is possible since certain immigrant groups enjoy the benefits of
access to foreign capital, unlike other minority groups in the city. Immigrant groups,
especially Asians, that maintain close ties to their home countries have access to
alternative sources of credit, thus circumventing traditional credit that historically were
difficult to access among minorities in the United States. Decades of discriminatory
lending practices, especially in the form of redlining, had effectively severed channels of
credit to neighborhoods with a large minority and low-income presence, and exacerbated
the physical decline of these neighborhoods. However, the Chinese-Americans in Los
Angeles not only established ethnically owned banks, which offered alternative streams
of credit within these communities, but also had access to Chinese based financial
institutions that maintain branch offices in the metropolitan area (Li et al. 2001; Dymski
and Li 2004). Li and her colleagues argue that this process was attributed to the
mainstream financial institutions’ neglect and discrimination against racial minority
neighborhoods (Li et al. 2002). Such actions from the host society created an opportunity
for ethnic banks to satisfy the growing demand for credit among minority groups in the
city. In some cases, ethnic owned banks have given certain immigrant groups the

opportunity to sidestep the structural constraints that traditionally inhibited investment
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into certain neighborhoods, which had exacerbated the intrametropolitan inequalities and
decline of these neighborhoods in previous decades (Smith 1995; Dymski and Mohanty
1999; Li et al 2002; Dymski et al 2006).

These financial organizations offer a means for minorities to overcome the
structural constraints of the market for credit and also for land. However, minority
owned banks and financial institutions are part of a larger and more complex level of
organization within immigrant groups that can bring investment into inner city
neighborhoods. In the larger immigrant gateway cities, the urban landscape is being
shaped by a large and influential immigrant presence. Consequently, there exists a
situation whereby “immigrant” place entrepreneurs, who may operate outside of the local
growth machine coalitions, are engaged in speculative activities in the immigrant
neighborhoods. Similar to their counterparts who are part of the mainstream growth
machine, immigrant place entrepreneurs’ holdings are restricted by geography and must
recruit the help of financial institutions as well as other organizations and individuals that
will benefit from the development of immigrant neighborhoods. The following section

discusses the immigrant place entrepre