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Building "Brainsville": The University
of Pennsylvania and Philadelphia

I N 1940, if a casual observer had been asked which large American
 metropolis—the San Francisco Bay Area or greater Philadelphia—

would become the capital of the nation's high-tech industry sixty years
later, they would have very likely answered "Philadelphia." Philadelphia
was then the third-largest city in the country, and its region was headquar-
ters to many leading electronic and advanced scientific firms. Because
the U.S. financial sector was concentrated almost entirely on the Eastern
Seaboard, Philadelphia firms and entrepreneurs had easy access to nec-
essary private financing. The University of Pennsylvania, the region's
most prestigious research institution, was home to one of the nation's
finest engineering schools and to the nation's first supercomputer.

At midcentury the Philadelphia region and its leading university had
innumerable financial, industrial, and technological advantages over the
Bay Area. Yet Philadelphia failed to become a high-tech capital like Sili-
con Valley, and Penn—while remaining a top-tier research institution
throughout the late twentieth century—did not become a physics and
engineering powerhouse on the scale of Stanford. There are numerous
reasons why this did not happen. One set of reasons had to do with the
larger social and economic context. The Philadelphia region did not
experience the benefits of massive federal military spending enjoyed by
California during the Cold War, nor was its industrial infrastructure well
adapted to the decentralization and downsizing trends of the post-indus-
trial economy. The science-based industry that remained in or near Phil-
adelphia was mostly health care and pharmaceuticals—rapidly growing
and prosperous sectors, employing many white-collar scientists, but not
direct beneficiaries of the Cold War defense complex to the same degree
as electronics.

The second set of reasons were institutional and had to do with institu-
tional resources, local politics, and the choices that university administra-
tors and their allies made about how to approach science-based eco-
nomic development. While similar to Stanford in that it was an
independent institution with a growing national reputation as a center
for scientific research, Penn did not have the abundant land or the bu-
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CHAPTER 4

cause of their opposition to the more insalubrious aspects of Penn's
contract research for the Department of Defense and related federal
entities."

The students' fight against Penn's military research began in 1965
when undergraduate activists found out about the chemical and biologi-
cal weapons research that was quietly being undertaken at the Universi-
ty's Institute for Cooperative Research. Projects "Summit" and "Spice-
rack," under way at Penn since the late 1950s, were singled out by the
student protesters because of their connection to the development and
deployment of Agent Orange in the Vietnam War. Harnwell moved the
programs into the Science Center in 1967, hoping to defuse the conflict
by housing the programs in a more independent institution. But it was
a testament to how wide the understanding was at the time that the UCSC
was merely another extension of Penn that neither the students nor their
allies in the faculty considered this move to be ridding the University of
this type of research. Faced with continued opposition, Harnwell termi-
nated the contracts later that year.'

Emboldened by their efforts to change the University's research
agenda, the student protesters turned their attention to the ongoing
struggles of the African Americans in Unit #3 against the development
of the UCSC. The students saw Penn's role in the development of this
project as a further example of its thuggishness as an institution, and
they found the University's plans for Unit #3 as unjust and inhumane as
the nation's actions in Vietnam. The students went to the community
meetings, wrote scathing articles in the student newspaper, and culmi-
nated their protest with sit-ins at President Harnwell's office.

In response, the University established what it awkwardly termed the
"Quadripartite Committee on University/Community Development" to
provide a forum for students, community members, city officials, and
the University administration to reach mutually agreeable decisions on
the continued implementation of the Science Center project. These ef-
forts were enough to mollify HUD and get the federal urban renewal
funds flowing once again to Unit #3. By March 1967, according to the
WPC, 43 percent of all the property owners in Unit #3 had accepted
the RDA's offer to buy their buildings and reimburse all moving and
incidental costs.92

Yet all these efforts had little discernible effect on the design and scope
of the Science Center; the project proceeded as planned, albeit more
slowly and without some of the potentially more controversial research
projects under its wing. A chief reason for the ultimate lack of influence
years of protest on the long-term outcome of the project was that the
Penn students lost interest in the cause by the end of the decade. The
participation of the students had forced the University power structure
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Figure 4.3. The bleak landscape created by urban renewal in parts of West Phila-
delphia lasted for years, as the grand visions of university administrators and
planners were downsized and delayed. This photograph from 1968 shows a lot
cleared for University City development. Courtesy Urban Archives, Temple Uni-
versity, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

to respond to concerns about the human costs of the UCSC project.
Without this pressure group, Penn and the city soon ceased to pay much
attention to resident concerns. In fact, by the early 1970s, there were
very few residents left in Unit #3; demolition and new construction had
forced most to move, and the Science Center was achieving a degree of
critical mass that made its eventual completion more of an inevitability.

The controversy surrounding Unit #3, and Penn and the WPC's re-
sponse to it, was a telling moment in the history of Philadelphia's city
of knowledge. Penn administrators and their allies were understandably
frustrated at the strong objections raised about the demolition of what
seemed to them a neighborhood that had disintegrated within the span
of less than twenty years into an ugly place of cheap rooming houses
and low-grade shops. University leaders also saw the UCSC as a tool for
removing the more controversial elements of its federal grant program
from the core activities of the University.

In Unit #3, Harnwell, Molinaro, and the other leaders of the Univer-
sity City effort saw no evidence of "a well-knit, viable neighborhood struc-
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ture that would warrant preserving the area for residential uses" like
they found in the faculty-dominated neighborhoods to the west of cam-
pus. Local and federal officials seemed to agree with them on this, Moli-
naro argued, as recent HHFA rulings had "released the Redevelopment
Authority from any compulsion to retain a specified portion of a project
as residential." The purpose of the UCSC was to "strengthen Philadel-
phia's economy," not provide better homes for low-income people, and
"the most obvious use [of the area] is for additional industrial research
facilities."

To some degree, the University's and the WPC's assessment of the
neighborhood was correct. Unit #3 was not a "community" in the sense
that other parts of black Philadelphia (and black West Philadelphia)
were. But their wholesale dismissal of the neighborhood as a place of
value for its current residents was myopic and conveyed the racism inher-
ent in the entire University City project. The administrators' response to
community protest demonstrated that there was no place for the poor
African American residents of Unit #3 in West Philadelphia's city of
knowledge. Despite the liberal rhetoric of the WPC's attempts to recruit
professional families, the University City was no different from many
other urban renewal projects elsewhere in the country in that it used this
federal program as a tool to keep areas of black poverty from further
dominating certain parts of the city."

The liberals who ran the City of Philadelphia and the University of
Pennsylvania were not overtly discriminatory. But their actions appear to
have been based on a fundamental (and unproven) assumption: that
racial and socioeconomic heterogeneity was damaging to economic de-
velopment, particularly science-based economic development. These
leaders' goals were institutional expansion and economic development,
but the means they used to accomplish these goals included racial gerry-
mandering. The well-mannered elite reformers of midcentury Philadel-
phia were horrified that their opponents labeled them racists, and they
clearly felt that they did not act out of deliberate antipathy toward blacks.
But the ugly truth of urban renewal—in Philadelphia and elsewhere—
was that areas targeted as most in need of "economic development" were
those most likely to be nonwhite. Discrimination and lack of opportunity
shunted Philadelphia's African Americans into the least desirable areas;
therefore the presence of blacks was a powerful indicator that a neigh-
borhood had slid downhill economically.

The story of West Philadelphia also demonstrates how class biases inter-
sected with racial prejudices in the creation of the city of knowledge.
Poor people—who in this case were African American—had no place in
this new kind of community. Science may have been meritocratic, but in
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the pre–Civil Rights Act, pre-affirmative-action United States, people of
color almost never obtained the opportunities to join this elite. The resi-
dents recruited to University City were of a certain income level, ex-
tremely well educated, and almost all white. The persons displaced by
University City renewal projects were almost all poor and black. The thou-
sands of jobs created by the Science Center and its spin-off developments
were for scientists, engineers, and mostly white-collar professionals. Blue-
collar minorities had to look for work elsewhere, and these sorts of job
opportunities were diminishing by the day in the Philadelphia region.'

In 1967 Jean Paul Mather, the president of the University City Science
Center, resigned. Recruited to Philadelphia after he spearheaded a suc-
cessful research park effort at Purdue University, Mather left the job cit-
ing great frustration with the task of building a community of scientific
production in an urban setting. The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin editori-
alized that Mather "had relatively few problems in building a research
park in a cornfield. . . . He met with frustration after frustration, however,
trying to develop a much more ambitious version of that center on built-
up land." Not only was Mather working against the preferences of indus-
try for open, undeveloped land, but he also "found himself ensnared
in the complexities and confrontations of urban renewal." Nonetheless,
despite Mather's frustrations with the UCSC project, the Bulletin con-
cluded optimistically that Mather "saw it through what will probably
prove to have been its most trying years."'

Unfortunately for the UCSC and the Philadelphia regional economy,
Mather's prediction did not come true. Over the course of the next three
decades, the UCSC gained jobs and important grant monies, but Univer-
sity City did not become a center for science-based industry on the scale
of those in Palo Alto or Route 128. This is not to assert that the UCSC
and University City were total failures. By 1976 the UCSC was a $30 mil-
lion complex of sixty firms, and was home to four thousand jobs.' Yet
this success paled in comparison to that of Stanford and Silicon Valley.
The university also fell short in its mission to turn West Philadelphia into
a vibrant college-town-within-a-city and to lure large numbers of profes-
sionals and young families back from the suburbs. By the end of the
1990s, West Philadelphia was home to a significant number of faculty
and students, but continued to struggle with crime and poverty. Univer-
sity High School and Lea Elementary, the much-heralded educational
experiments sponsored by the WPC, had become just two more troubled
urban public schools. While Penn continued to take an active role in
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bolstering both institutions, the faculty and white-collar professionals
who lived in West Philadelphia tended to send their children to better-
quality magnet schools and private schools elsewhere."

Over the course of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, other obstacles to
creating a city of knowledge in Philadelphia became more apparent. In
a high-tech economy fueled by individual entrepreneurship and new
start-up firms, Philadelphia had a tax and regulatory environment highly
unfriendly to new companies. Not only did Philadelphia have an ever-
increasing wage tax that made it more costly for employees to work in
the city than in the suburbs, but it also taxed businesses on their gross,
not net, receipts. The latter tax served as a giant disincentive for start-up
firms—who often had large initial capital outlays and little to no profit
in their early years—to locate within city limits." Another discourage-
ment to entrepreneurship in Philadelphia in general and in University
City in particular was the limited availability of capital for new entrepre-
neurial, high-tech ventures. The Philadelphia financial community
tended to fund large institutions and corporations, not small and unpre-
dictable new companies. By 1986 the Philadelphia metropolitan area
only had 14 percent of its available venture capital invested in young
companies, while the national average was 24 percent.'

Conclusion

Penn did not become another Stanford for some obvious reasons. The
decline of manufacturing and great shift of jobs of population to newer
suburbs and to the Sunbelt, were huge stumbling blocks to the ambitious
economic development goals of the University and its city. The Philadel-
phia region not only was losing jobs and population, but it also lacked a
significant defense contracting industry—the presence of which had
been key to Stanford's becoming an engine of regional economic devel-
opment in the Bay Area. While Stanford sat amid a region enjoying all
the positive economic effects of postwar transformations, Penn did not.

However, the choices Penn and Philadelphia made in their approach
to building a city of knowledge were not inconsequential to eventual
outcomes. Penn, while an institution with historically close ties to indus-
try, did not embrace entrepreneurial opportunities to the same degree
that Stanford did during the immediate postwar period. The ENIAC de-
bacle was one example of how Penn's delayed reaction to the commer-
cial possibilities of its technology led to missed opportunities for leader-
ship in science and engineering and for profitable partnerships with
industry. While this was not altogether a bad thing—university-industry
alliances ran the risk of compromising free intellectual inquiry—it helps
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explain why Penn was not able to serve as a catalyst for regional economic
development to the same degree as Stanford. While the latter provided
its engineers and scientists with the opportunity to make money off their
innovations, and to translate their work into a commercial marketplace,
Penn administrators had a more limited vision of how its faculty and
students might profit from their basic research. This more conservative
institutional approach helps explain why Penn, despite its world-class
reputation in medicine and its tremendous success in winning federal
medical research funds, did not create university-industry partnerships
with the region's pharmaceutical and health care industries along lines
similar to the ones Stanford created with electronics firms.

Philadelphia's handling of urban renewal and redevelopment, while
winning national accolades, also was a factor hampering the success of
high-tech economic-development strategies. Redevelopment projects,
designed in large part to make the city more palatable for middle-class
white residents and professional firms, displaced and antagonized low-
income minority residents and showed little regard for existing neigh-
borhood cohesion. While this occurred in nearly every city touched by
urban renewal, in Philadelphia it gained additional strength from city
officials' being guided by an idealized vision of the intellectual and indus-
trial capital the city had been in the past, not the heterogeneous and
troubled metropolis it had become. The Philadelphia leadership's wish
to replace an "undesirable" new minority population with a "desirable"
one of educated professionals was made most clear in the case of West
Philadelphia, resulting in fierce community resistance that greatly
slowed the economic development process.

Yet, despite their missteps, the University City projects of the 1950s
and 1960s sought to preserve the economic and cultural life of the cen-
tral city, and fought fiercely to slow the exodus of professional people
and high-tech jobs to the suburbs. Penn and Philadelphia wanted to keep
professional people and scientific industries centralized, and tried to
work against the prevailing trend of scientific suburbanization. In the
decades since, the university tried to develop more equitable university-
community partnerships and sought to bridge the gaps between town
and gown, and race and class. 101 In other metropolitan areas that sought
to build cities of knowledge during this period, the fight to "save" the
city was not as focused. Atlanta, the subject of the next chapter, was a
metropolitan area that used university-centered economic development
not to rescue the city, but to help build a deliberately decentralized met-
ropolitan economy. This led to a regional economy that ultimately was
more successful than Philadelphia in attracting new firms, but created a
landscape of industrial sprawl and deeply entrenched residential racial
segregation.
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