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CHAPTER 2:  

PROLEGOMENON TO ‘LOCAL AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT’ 

CONTEXT

Social scientists have often seen the end of the 
Second World War as something of a watershed. 
Before the war, the welfare state is more prospect 
than reality; only after can one seriously talk about 
Fordism; before the war empire is virtually 
unchallenged, but not so afterwards; the 
immediate postwar period is the golden age of 
labor, though also of capital; the Cold War takes 
off. And so on. These are of course, 
oversimplifications. There is more continuity than 
that. And that also applies to the emergence of an 
institutionalized interest in local and regional 
development. Its antecedents were certainly 
putting in an appearance prior to 1939. In the US 
most states established Departments of 
Development after 1945, but some Southern 
states had led the way some years earlier (Anton 
and Reynolds, n.d.). Likewise, in the early 30s 
Great Britain was already experimenting with 
policies of aid to areas of high unemployment, as 
was the Netherlands, but it is only after the war 
that they became more than experiments and 
regional planning entered the scene in a serious 
way.  

Even so, and importantly for the argument here, 
the institutional expression of that interest, 
including its institutional geography, its 
subsequent practices, and its ultimate goals, 
assume starkly different forms in the US. What 
emerges is a highly decentralized set of practices in 
which the individual states and particularly the 
localities assume primary roles. Formal 
responsibility inheres in the states and in local 
government and their immediate goal is attracting 
inward investment in the form of new factories, 
offices, state facilities, even major housing 
projects, typically through offering various 
financial incentives and regulatory concessions, 
but also, and over the longer term, through the 
provision of infrastructure like expanded airports, 
new freeway interchanges, and convention 
centers. But this is emphatically ‘formal.’ Who 
takes the lead is typically very different and while 
the much vaunted American growth coalition 

hides a multiplicity of variation, more often than 
not it is local government that is pushed, led, 
coopted, though typically, and in return, imposing 
something of its own agenda. 

In Western Europe a contrasting set of practices 
emerges, though with a similar, if not identical, 
concern. What takes shape is almost the mirror 
opposite of the American case. Instead of the 
initiating agencies working on behalf of particular 
localities or regions and reflecting the growth 
agendas of private interests, now it is the central 
governments and with a view to realizing some 
national view of the proper geography of 
development: in other words, local and regional 
development as contributing to what is seen as a 
‘good geography.’ The focus on inward 
investment on the part of firms looking for sites 
for branch plants or offices along with the 
relocation of state agencies remains. But now it is 
the central government which is offering the 
incentives and deciding where they will be made 
available. In some cases this is complemented by 
major infrastructural projects in the targeted areas, 
notably, though not exclusively, the creation of so-
called ‘New Towns.’  

This contrast lasted in its classic form until the 
early 1970s. In Western Europe a more self-
consciously local or regional engagement with the 
development function emerges; this goes along 
with some changes in the structure of the state of 
a facilitative sort. There has also been some 
cooptation of private interests as in the British 
notion of ‘partnerships.’ This still falls far short of 
the classic American practices, and central 
government orchestration remains much, much 
stronger. Local governments in Western Europe 
were always more reactive in their engagement 
with local economic development; this was 
entailed by their subordination to central 
government. That has changed somewhat in that 
they have acquired their own development 
agendas and brought private growth interests 
more into the picture. But at the same time, the 
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proactivity of development interests in the US, 
often organized into coalitions in which local and 
state government may play a part but still for the 
most part a subordinate one, has also increased. 
So quite categorically, and despite interesting 
changes that require attention, they remain very 
different animals.  

They do, though, share a prehistory. In both 
instances, and to put it abstractly, the focus is the 
space economy as an object of state intervention, 
bracketing for the time being what branch, central 
or local, would be the major vehicle for 
intervention. Behind this is a story of how the 
space economy got to be defined as in some way 
problematic, creating in turn more specified 
notions of an urban and a regional problem. How 
indeed they got defined and who did the defining 
did ultimately vary, as I noted above. Even the 
expression ‘local and regional development’ would 
acquire greater resonance in the US than in 
Western Europe. Nevertheless, as one might 
reasonably expect, and regarding what was seen as 
significant, there was some degree of convergence. 

The crucial starting point for any discussion of the 
coming of local and regional development is the 
uneven geographic character of the capitalist 
economy: differential rates of growth; inequalities 
in who gets what where; issues of over-use and 
under-use of shared facilities; and the unevenness 
that results from the fact that something that is 
very clearly capitalist in character lies alongside, 
and is actively dissolving, formations of a pre-
capitalist nature. Accordingly this is where the 
chapter starts: Just why and how does the 
capitalist mode of production generate uneven 
development over space? But if this is 
foundational for an institutionalized interest in 
local and regional development it has to be seen as 
somehow problematic: in other words, something 
that is generative of social tensions and which 
ultimately captures the attention of the state. This 
brings us to the second major section of the 
chapter on the politics of geographically uneven 
development and the various ways in which it did 
indeed become a public issue. This goes back to 
about the turn of the century, gathering pace 
through the 20s and 30s. Ultimately my point will 
be that this development is conditioned by the rise 
of the labor movement, of labor unions, socialist 
parties and the revolutionary movements after the 

First World War. Without it and the crisis of 
confidence it entailed for the ruling classes, 
geographically uneven development would have 
been seen as not just a necessary aspect of the 
accumulation process but something that the state 
should stay clear of. In other words, it had to be 
pushed. 

The idea of local and regional development policy 
though emerges slowly. City and regional planning 
is an important change, legitimating state 
intervention into the geography of things. There 
are also private initiatives in real estate 
development that will be significant; the 
specialized industrial zone or trading estate, as in 
the case of Vernon emerges along with the first 
planned shopping centers. Capital’s division of 
labor changes in important ways. Not least 
industrial and commercial capital start to offload 
their real estate requirements to a more clearly 
defined property sector destined to play a central 
role in local and regional development. And then 
clear models of the future start to take shape. 
Local initiatives aimed at attracting new industry 
appear not just in the US but also in Western 
Europe, particularly in Great Britain. More central 
branches of the state also get drawn in. Something 
like the establishment of the Tennessee Valley 
Authority aimed at bringing development to a 
significant chunk of the American South finds a 
counterpart in attempts in 1930s Great Britain, if 
timid ones, to direct industry into areas of heavy 
unemployment. 

After the war things become much clearer. In the 
US, and the achievements of TVA 
notwithstanding, the dominant pattern will be a 
highly decentralized approach to local and regional 
development with the localities and firms with 
interests in rents, organized collectively in various 
ways, taking the initiative. In Western Europe it 
will be the reverse: the interventions of the central 
state and its orchestrating powers in terms of 
urban and regional planning come to dominate. 
Yet there remained a commonality. What would 
emerge in terms of practice would be a focus on, 
to put it quite simply, moving around things 
which promise a shift in the way value circulates 
geographically: factories, office and residential 
developments, and eventually shopping centers. 
Who would do the orchestrating of that 
movement would, of course, differ as would the 



92 

 

justifications. But in both cases movement has 
been of the essence and that assumes that what is 
to be moved, can be. From the late nineteenth 
century on, and increasing in scope as the 
twentieth century advanced is what I have called 
here a ‘new mobility’: a new locational discretion, 
therefore, at both inter-regional and metropolitan 
scales, allowing a degree of structuring by agencies 
which had acquired some legitimacy to intervene. 
But how indeed it would be structured would 
vary. 

THE FOUNDATIONAL PROBLEMATIC: 
UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT 
Foundational for the politics of local and regional 
development is the question of uneven 
development: an unevenness in material outcomes 
across space and at diverse geographic scales; as, 
indeed, in the older / newer suburb instance or 
that of the Coldbelt / Sunbelt contrast. This is an 
unevenness that is constantly changing; a 
landscape of differential growth and decline as the 
geography of (value) production and distribution 
changes and which is captured by stark contrasts 
of growth areas and rust belts; of slums and 
suburbs; of metropolitan growth and the decline 
of small towns; and a dialectic of concentration 
and dispersion.  

This is to discuss uneven development in very 
descriptive terms. Analytically the crucial 
condition is the capitalist form of development 
and how, in the course of the accumulation 
process, it necessarily generates these various 
forms of unevenness. The accumulation process is 
central to the argument of the book: central to the 
creation of uneven development in its various 
forms and therefore to laying down the conditions 
for the politics of local economic development. 
But in addition it is also what allows comparison 
between different cases and in this instance, 
illuminating the peculiarities of the American one. 
Given its centrality to uneven development, why, 
nevertheless, is it also at the center of such 
radically different politics of local and regional 
development? 

At the most fundamental level, the question of 
uneven development is one of production – 
differences in the development of the productive 
forces as signified by the ability of people to 
produce, and evident most clearly in differences in 
labor productivity. The socialization of production 

is key. This typically occurs through the 
development of the division of labor around a 
particular product and the sharing of items of 
physical infrastructure. Geographically this 
generates strong clustering effects – what in more 
conventional terms are discussed under the 
heading of economies of agglomeration. The 
counterpoint to this are tendencies to dispersion 
which are usually and correspondingly understood 
in terms of diseconomies of agglomeration, as in 
Myrdal’s famous spread effects though 
periodically dusted off ever since and re-presented 
in slightly new forms. This emphasis on exchange 
relations, though, is to overlook the pressures of 
over-accumulation and the subsequent search for 
new markets and more profitable investment 
opportunities elsewhere. The search may on the 
other hand result in the development of new 
products. But that too is likely to entail changes in 
the geography of development as areas focused on 
the production of what is now obsolete go into 
decline while new raw-materials and therefore 
source regions assume an enhanced prominence. 

The assumption here is of a capitalist economy. It 
bears emphasis though that in Western Europe 
capitalism emerged within the context of social 
formations that can be called ‘capitalist’ only by 
some stretch of the imagination. While in some 
countries, notably Great Britain and the Low 
Countries, the transition proceeded fairly quickly, 
in much of the continent agriculture still had a 
considerable pre-capitalist element to it. Peasant 
forms of agriculture, only slowly dwindling away, 
remained important in France, Germany and in 
much of Mediterranean Europe till after the 
Second World War. The result could be a fairly 
strong urban/rural contrast in ways of life and this 
would play into the politics of local and regional 
development. The U.S. is different to the degree 
that it lacked a peasant sector only partially 
incorporated into the social formation. What the 
U.S. had though, was the American South: a 
thoroughly contradictory area that in terms of the 
goal of production was part of the American 
capitalist economy, but in other ways wasn’t. In 
particular its labor markets were isolated from 
those of the rest of the country (Wright 1986.) 
That would change, particularly after the Second 
World War, as African-Americans moved to 
Northern cities and Northern firms started to see 
a future for themselves in what was a low wage 
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region (ibid.) Both would be important for the 
concrete trajectory of the American politics of 
local and regional development.    

This, however, is to discuss geographically uneven 
development only ‘at the most fundamental level.’ 
In addition to the way production directly 
conditions that unevenness there is also the 
question of how the product in value terms gets 
distributed. For what is distributed in various 
forms – profits, rents, interest, salaries, wages, 
pensions, government subventions of various 
sorts – can end up in very different places: as, 
most graphically, in the case of those retirement 
communities for the wealthy scattered across the 
American Southwest and Southeast, the residents 
of which made their money in very different 
places.29 Likewise, the idea that in a geographical 
division of labor those toiling away at the various 
branch plants appropriate a proportion of the 
firm’s consumption fund for labor proportional to 
their production of value is clearly absurd; rather 
the purpose of dispersing lower skill production 
jobs is to lower wages without forfeiting 
productivity and so to enhance profits (Clark 
1981.) Metropolitan areas taken individually can 
be considered unevenly developed but it is more 
at the level of the distribution of rents and of 
incomes than at the level of production. But if 
these are less fundamental to understanding 
geographically uneven development than variation 
in the development of the productive forces, they 
have certainly played into its politics and in no 
uncertain way. 

THE POLITICS OF GEOGRAPHICALLY 
UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT  
During the first half of the twentieth century, 
uneven development in some of its more specific 
manifestations became a focus of public concern, 
both in North America and in Western Europe, 
and demands for state intervention were 
increasingly insistent. There were three different 
sorts of issue and they came to the fore in 
distinctively imagined forms.  

The first was the relative decline and in some 
cases absolute decline of regions and cities that 
had developed during the first industrial 

                                                 
29 For a vigorous assertion of this fundamental point 

as it applies to France see Davezies (2008) and 

Davezies and Pech (2014). 

revolution. The latter had been hugely dependent 
on the exploitation of coal and then the steam 
engine. Population geographies had changed 
dramatically as industry clustered on the coalfields 
or in areas accessible to coal in virtue of navigable 
water. The centrality of iron and steel making to 
the period accentuated the significance of the 
coalfields or easy access to them and facilitated the 
emergence of heavy engineering in cities like 
Cleveland, Pittsburgh, St. Etienne, 
Middlesborough, Sheffield, Essen, and in 
Belgium’s Borinage. In some instances this 
incorporated a geography of location inherited 
from pre-industrial times. Along Glasgow’s 
Clydeside and around Newcastle and Sunderland 
in Northeast England craft traditions of ship 
building conjoined with access to iron and steel 
associated with nearby coalfields and the 
development of steel hulls to give further impetus 
to the industry, including upstream branches like 
the production of marine engines. This is not to 
deny the significance of the railroad in changing 
economic geographies. In some circumstances it 
played a major role in the assembly of raw-
materials, as in the rise of Chicago (Cronon 1992.) 
Points where the railroads met navigable water 
were particularly attractive for the assembly of the 
necessary industrial inputs. Again the way in 
which the American iron and steel industry came 
to cluster around the Great Lakes, at least for a 
while, is a case in point. 

But by the 1920s, the future of some of these 
areas was beginning to look increasingly qualified, 
marked as they were by growing and persistent 
unemployment. This tendency was aggravated by 
the fact that in many instances the new industries 
of the second industrial revolution – the chemical 
industry, the expanding array of consumer goods 
industries, including automobiles and electrical 
goods – were developing elsewhere. What was 
beginning to emerge was a geographic pattern in 
which areas dominated by the new growth 
industries were clearly separated from those where 
major employment sectors were in decline. This 
was modified by differences in rates of decline: 
employment in coal mining in England held up far 
longer in South Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire 
than it did in Northeastern England; coal mining 
came later to the eastern end of the Campine 
coalfield around Maastricht in the Netherlands 
and continued longer than further west in 
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Belgium; and the heyday of coal in Southeastern 
Ohio was over by the turn of the century. But the 
pattern was clear and would become particularly 
apparent during the depression years of the 30s.  

Obvious cases in the US would include the textile 
towns of New England, badly hit by relocation to 
the South after the First World War; and 
Pennsylvania’s anthracite belt focusing on 
Scranton, Wilkes-Barre, Hazleton and Pottsville, 
where unemployment surged during the ’thirties. 
Meanwhile the second industrial revolution led to 
growing employment in new places. The 
automobile industry centered on Detroit and 
component supplying cities like Akron and 
Toledo was a massive presence. But at the same 
time there was a relative shift away from the cities 
that had gained from access to navigable water – 
Buffalo, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, St Louis are 
examples – towards new centers that had been 
disadvantaged in the age of the steam engine but 
which now expanded on the basis of electricity 
and assembly plants: cities like Columbus, Dayton, 
Indianapolis, and Kansas City. 

In Great Britain and Belgium, on the other hand, 
the contrasts were more stark and were 
accentuated during the 1930s depression. The coal 
mining areas that had been such poles of 
attraction for industry in the nineteenth century 
were now clearly in decline, and some, like 
Northeast England, South Wales and Central 
Scotland in the Lanarkshire coalfield southeast of 
Glasgow, more than others (see Figure 2.1.) The 
Midlands and Southeast England, including 
London, where the new consumer goods 
industries were concentrated, particularly the 
durable ones like automobiles and household 
equipment, were clearly affected to a much lesser 
degree. There were similar contrasts in Belgium 
where a shift in the country’s economic center of 
gravity from the French-speaking south to the 
Flemish-speaking north was already under way: a 
transition marked by the decline of the coal, iron 
and steel of the Sambre-Meuse corridor and the 
rise of chemicals and the new light assembly 
industries in the north (Buyst 2009; Vandermotten 
1998). 

What is notable about these cases is the change in 
regional fortunes, changes tied to the decline of 
some industries and the emergence of others. 
What was also beginning to attract attention 

though were sharp regional contrasts of income. 
These sometimes coincided with the areas 
undergoing industrial decline, but not always. In 
the US, and by the nineteen thirties, the relative 
backwardness of the South and the poverty of the 
Appalachian coalfields were starting to attract 
public attention. The South had long been seen as 
wanting but it was only after the First World War 
that this began to be defined as something worthy 
of federal intervention, laying the discursive 
foundation for the New Deal’s Tennessee Valley 
Authority. 

From the standpoint of some in the American 
West, though, the regional problem was defined 
somewhat differently since Southern 
backwardness was paired in their imaginary with a 
supposed underdevelopment of their own region. 
The contrast in question was between the 
Manufacturing Belt on the one hand, concentrated 
in the Northeast and Midwest, and the South and 
West on the other. The first was seen as having 
the advantages of industry and the latter 
consigned to what was regarded as the subservient 
position of providers of minerals, foodstuffs, 
natural fibers and the like (Shermer 2013, 18, 20-
22). The problem was supposedly Eastern 
corporations, industrial and financial, which aimed 
at furthering their monopoly position through the 
stifling of Western and Southern industrial 
competition.30 A particular gripe was the 
difference between railroad freight zones. Outside 
the zone corresponding to the Manufacturing Belt 
rates were sharply higher on processed goods. 
Parenthetically, the fingering of monopoly here is 
significant: a dominant theme in American social 
imaginaries, and one to which we will have to 
return later.  

                                                 
30 See, for example, Berge (1946) and Mezerik 

(1946).  Yet by the time that they were writing, there 

is evidence that the investments of the War 

Production Board had significantly altered the 

industrial balance between the regions. Dallas-Fort 

Worth, Houston, San Diego, Los Angeles, San Jose, 

and Phoenix all benefited massively (Mollenkopf 

1983, 104-107).  According to Mollenkopf, “New 

military facilities were heavily placed in the South 

and West. World War II investments thus provided 

the basic, private capital stock for the postwar growth 

of Sunbelt cities” (op. cit., 105). 
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Figure 2.1: Relative Unemployment 1927 to 1936 in England, Wales and Scotland. The index is 

based on deviation around the national mean: county rates were divided by the national rate and 

multiplied by 100. 

 

Based on https://chandlerozconsultants.wordpress.com/2014/10/29/the-fires-of-perfect-liberty-

labouring-men-and-women-of-england-1851-1951-part-five/ (last accessed 6/29/15) 

 

The third and final problem of uneven 
development that was attracting attention before 
the Second World War was the urban one, 
variably seen as a matter of congestion, poverty, 
housing inadequacies and of what would become 
known as degeneracy; the contrast here was with 
rural areas. Conditions in the cities led to critique 

of urbanization per se and a valorization of the 
rural. The details of the argument varied. In 
Western Europe a common view was that urban 
life was resulting in a biological degeneration of 
the poor. This was clearest in health and life 
expectancy; cities, it was argued, were eaters of 
people, unable to sustain themselves through the 

https://chandlerozconsultants.wordpress.com/2014/10/29/the-fires-of-perfect-liberty-labouring-men-and-women-of-england-1851-1951-part-five/
https://chandlerozconsultants.wordpress.com/2014/10/29/the-fires-of-perfect-liberty-labouring-men-and-women-of-england-1851-1951-part-five/
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reproduction of their own inhabitants. In a period 
of national rivalries often bordering on war, 
stunted physical growth and susceptibility to 
disease fed anxieties about the ability of a country 
to defend itself.  

Rural life was seen as not just healthier. It was also 
that in its social life, in its supposed emphasis on 
community and on status and hierarchy it was 
more desirable, from some points of view at least, 
than an urban life built on contract; a social form 
that was seen from a ruling class standpoint as 
divisive, particularly along class lines, and 
fomenting undesirable claims about democratic 
rights. Tönnies’ gemeinschaft / gesellschaft, 
Weber’s tradition / modernity and Henry Maine’s 
status / contract all tried to capture elements of 
this imaginary, without, of course, seeing it as in 
any way ‘imaginary.’ Significantly the founding 
myth of Western, and particularly West European 
sociology would become the social dislocation 
brought about by urbanization.31 Polanyi’s much 
lauded The Great Transformation is a reflection of 
the same sort of understanding. 

Everywhere in Western Europe during the 1920s 
and 1930s there was a valorization of the rural and 
a view of the urban as detrimental to what were 
defined as ‘national values.’ For sure this was in 
part a reaction to ruling class anxieties induced by 
the Russian revolution and the abortive ones in 
Germany and Hungary but the foundations for 
this sort of thinking went back much further. In 
Germany it had a long history (Dietz 2008) and 
would reach something of a climax under the 
Nazis (Mullin 1982b) for many of whom the 
industrial city was anathema. One argument was 
that cities should be limited to populations of no 
more than 100,000 and factories dispersed to 
small towns. The opposition of industrialists and 
preparations for war would put paid to this 
particular utopia but the Nazi disdain for the 
urban had its precedents. Planning under the 
Weimar Republic had had emphases similar in 

                                                 
31 It has also been an important theme in literature. In 

Great Britain one thinks of George Eliot and Thomas 

Hardy and more recently Grassic Gibbon, but there 

are many other examples.  See Raymond Williams 

(1973) for a development of this theme.  In social 

thought more generally Oswald Spengler’s The 

Decline of the West was remarkably influential in its 

time.  

character if not in degree (Mullin 1982a). Founded 
in 1902 the German Garden City Association was 
active in proposals for new urban forms that 
would, among other things, bring people back 
closer to the soil in the form of settlements that 
would mix industry and agriculture. It also 
emphasized the creation of satellite cities in a nice 
anticipation of some aspects of postwar planning 
policy in some of the West European countries. 

Germany was far from alone in these 
developments. In France the contributions of 
Jean-François Gravier, the deeply conservative 
writer who had enjoyed close associations with the 
Vichy government, came later but his book Paris et 
le désert français, written during the war, would have 
a major impact on post-war French planning, even 
while the details of his reasoning would be 
rejected. As per the title of his book, Gravier 
railed against the concentration of people and 
industry in Paris and advocated a radical 
decentralization.32 This was inspired by a view of 
the big city as deeply injurious to the nation’s 
moral fiber. It destroyed families, uprooted people 
from the communities that stabilized the social life 
of the country, and lowered the birth rate to the 
disadvantage of France as a great power.33 Gravier 
was not writing in a vacuum. Since the turn of the 
century there had been an ongoing critique, 
particularly from the French provinces, of the 
centralization of French life, tout court, in Paris. 
One product of this was something called la 
Fédération Française. Initially this was largely an 
intellectual movement advocating the virtues of 
local rootedness and a return to pre-industrial 
values, but also, and significantly, a coalition of 
the employers and the employed against 

                                                 
32 The Plan Prost conceived during the five years 

before the war also had the concentration of people in 

Paris in its sights but it saw the answer less in a 

radical decentralization to the rest of France and 

more one of deconcentration into the wider 

metropolitan region. The plan provided for 

circumferential freeways at some distance from Paris 

in order to facilitate this process, along with limits to 

population density in the city of Paris itself. It was 

approved in 1939 but the war precluded its 

implementation. 
33 Marchand and Cavin (2007) have discussed 

Gravier’s arguments, as well as outlining the similar 

views expressed by the influential Swiss planner 

Armin Meili. 
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centralization (Thiesse 1992.) After the Second 
World War, and until the 1960s, it would play a 
significant role in an emergent regional policy in 
France (Pasquier 2003).  

Great Britain shared some similarities with these 
cases, particularly the German one (Dietz 2008). 
But lacking a peasantry and a Catholic Church 
with strong rural roots, it would also be different. 
From round about the turn of the century what 
particularly attracts attention is the influence of 
something called distributism. Associated in the 
public mind with the Catholic writers-cum-pundits 
Hilaire Belloc and G K Chesterton and in 
response to what they saw as the ills of economic 
and political centralization they advocated a return 
to life in local, relatively self-sufficient, 
communities, based on a greater democratization 
of property ownership. Free trade capitalism and 
the destruction of small town life that it had 
caused were as much anathema as socialism.34  

For certain strands of British thought, though, the 
growth of large cities generated other concerns 
that would later factor into regional policy. For 
perhaps consistent with the fact that the peasantry 

                                                 
34 The British geographer, Halford Mackinder, was 

keenly aware, even persuaded of these arguments, 

simultaneously reflecting some of the demands of the 

Fédération Française; London was as much anathema 

to him as Paris was to the Fédération. As he wrote in 

1919: “Centralization … is only one form of a more 

general process which I would call the segregation of 

social and economic functions … You have allowed 

industrial life to crowd certain districts and to leave 

other districts poor. I grant that in the past that was 

inevitable owing to the need of generating power 

near the collieries, but not to the extent that has 

occurred. By proper control you could have 

substituted a ‘village region,’ with a community 

dependent on each factory or group of small 

factories, wherein rich and poor, masters and men, 

might have been held together in a neighborly 

relationship; but you have allowed instead the East 

and West Ends to grow up in your great cities. Surely 

the essential characteristic of true statesmanship is 

foresight, the prevention of social disease; but our 

method for a century past has been to drift, and when 

things became bad, we applied palliative measures – 

factory legislation, housing legislation, and so forth. 

As things stand today, the only organic remedy is at 

any cost to loosen out the town” (my emphasis) 

(1919, 249-250). 

and a distinctly rural way of life, and in contrast to 
France and Germany, had long since disappeared, 
the big bugaboo was what would emerge in the 
20s and 30s as the hated ‘ribbon development’: 
the extension of the city in a disorderly, unplanned 
way out from its edge into the countryside along 
major highways. The prominent planner Patrick 
Abercrombie, later to be significant in the 
planning of London and the creation of the Green 
Belt, made the case in 1926 in a book with a title 
that would resonate in British planning circles 
down to the present day, The Preservation of Rural 
England: essentially as David Matless (1993) has 
put it, ‘the founding manifesto’ of an organization 
that would prove to be very influential, the 
Council for the Preservation of Rural England.35 

Of these different strands of anti-urbanism, all 
expressing a strong decentralizing sentiment, the 
one that was most apparent in the US, even when 
it did not adopt that label, was distributism 
(Shapiro 1972.)36 A central goal for what was 
essentially an intellectual movement was a return 
to a Jeffersonian society of small property owners. 
This was seen as threatened from two directions. 
One was the rise of big business which was 
squeezing out the small business person as well as 
concentrating the ownership of property and 
reducing people to wage workers. The other was 
the city where property was monopolized by big 
corporations while the dispossessed, sharing out 
their grievances, plotted a socialist future. On the 
other hand, they were suspicious of all 
concentrations of power including that of the 
state. New Deal proposals like a national 
minimum wage and public housing would, in their 
view, make decentralization all the more difficult. 
The minimum wage would take away the low 
wage incentive that small towns had while public 
housing would provide subsidies to the big 
employers of the major cities. There was, 
therefore, a more economistic edge to American 
anti-urbanism; something shorn, as one might 
have expected of nostalgic yearnings for a world 
that had been lost, since, apart from diffused 
property ownership, it had never been there to 
lose. In this it connected with long standing 
arguments about uneven development in the 

                                                 
35 See also Clough Williams-Ellis’ polemic of 1928 

with the title England and the Octopus.  
36 See Woods (1939) for an example of this genre. 
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country since it was believed that decentralization 
would work to the benefit of the South and West.  

On the other hand, and crucially, that a particular 
geography should be defined as somehow 
problematic is not self-evident. Statistics and maps 
could be and were drawn on to justify the 
arguments that something needed to be done. 
There were government inquiries as with the well-
known Barlow Commission in Great Britain. 
There were polemics like Jean-François Gravier’s 
evocatively titled Paris et le désert français and 
Clough Williams-Ellis’s equally evocative, England 
and the Octopus, deriding the ribbon development 
around major British cities. But this discursive 
construction of regions and places as problems of 
uneven development was not conjured out of thin 
air. It had its conditions but ones about which we 
can only speculate. 

I would suggest that the fundamental assumption 
that inequality of outcomes, distributional 
inequalities, including ones of a geographic nature, 
were a bad thing owes at least something to the 
advent of the welfare state and the thinking 
preceding it. This in turn was giving way to a 
recognition that state intervention of a mitigating 
sort was an entirely legitimate activity. Provision 
for unemployment insurance was well underway 
in the European countries by 1930, even if highly 
limited in what it provided. The idea that housing 
for the poor should be subsidized in various ways, 
including through government provision of the 
housing itself, had been realized in programs 
across much of Western Europe, including in 
France, Germany, Great Britain and the 
Netherlands.  

Battening on to this emergent world view was a 
genre of semi-popular character critically 
describing conditions in areas of severe poverty or 
unemployment. Without Harry Caudill’s work, 
even while it came after the Second World War, it 
is unlikely that Appalachia would have become as 
salient in the American consciousness as it did. In 
Great Britain the classic is George Orwell’s The 
Road to Wigan Pier (1937); a piece of investigative 
journalism focusing on the lives of the poor 
during the depression in Northwest England. A 
more nuanced but still critical discussion was that 
of J B Priestley in his English Journey (1934): among 
other things, in addition to the poverty so clear in 
certain parts of Britain at that time, he was also 

keen to draw attention to the centralization of 
British life in London and the need to protect the 
vitality of the provinces. Works of fiction like 
Walter Greenwood’s Love on the Dole or Zola’s 
(much earlier) Germinal helped consolidate the 
image of the desperate life of working class people 
in the one-industry towns that would be severely 
affected by the depression. 

What this suggests though, is that it is hard to 
separate the emergence of uneven development as 
a political issue from the rise of the labor 
movement, the moral claims it made, and the 
threat that it was seen to pose to the existing 
order. By the end of the nineteenth century 
paternalism as a means of subordinating the 
working class to the accumulation process was in 
rapid retreat. With the advent of the joint-stock 
company and absentee ownership the 
occupational communities of steel towns, colliery 
villages, textile mill towns, lumber mill settlements 
and fishing ports could be mobilized by the 
emerging parties of the left. The push for state 
housing provision, recognition of labor unions, 
changes in labor law and the beginnings of the 
welfare state was on.   

Two decades into the twentieth century the 
shadows over the political landscape had 
lengthened. For the ruling class, the revolutionary 
upheavals between 1917 and 1923 created an 
unprecedented crisis of confidence. The divide 
between left and right seemed like a gulf. The 
depression of the 1930s and the rise of fascism 
then increased apprehensions about the future of 
the existing order. There had also been a sea 
change in how the working class was viewed: not 
so much a matter of the moral failings embraced 
by nineteenth century critics as one of the social 
conditions under which people lived, which in 
turn lent legitimacy to the demands of the 
organized working class. The emergent field of 
sociology lent its weight to what seemed to be 
giving history a new direction. These political 
anxieties would then endure into the postwar 
period and mark the emerging politics of local and 
regional development, but to a greater degree and 
for a longer time in Western Europe than in the 
US. For in Western Europe class tensions were 
superimposed on, even reinterpreted in terms of 
tensions between the urban and the rural and the 
centralizing and the decentralizing. The latter were 
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particularly strong in France and to a lesser degree 
in Great Britain while in Belgium, Germany and 
Italy anxieties about urbanization in general 
tended to prevail. The countryside and the small 
town were seen as antidotes to the working class 
threat taking shape in the big cities. The growth of 
the metropolis was, it seemed, undermining class 
harmony.37 

THE COMING OF ‘LOCAL AND 
REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT’ 
The institutional forms that local and regional 
development policy would assume in the US and 
in Western Europe would eventually be quite 
different, even remarkably so. But initially that was 
not very clear, and certainly the label ‘local and 
regional development’ was well in the future. 
What was clear though were various emergent 
practices and structures of relations that would 
eventually be brought together under that heading. 
Some of these would form the center pieces of 
particular approaches to the question of local and 
regional development; the possibilities of both 
local initiatives and central state interventions 
were already apparent by the end of the inter-war 
period. There were also practices of a more 
complementary kind, like urban and regional 
planning and the emergence of new sorts of real 
estate development like the industrial or trading 
estate which would be mobilized regardless of the 
substantive form of what was to emerge. Finally a 
major, even crucial agent of local and regional 
development, property capital, began to take more 
coherent shape. 
 

Promoting Inward Investment 
Although the idea of the growth coalition had yet 
to be articulated, the early years of the twentieth 
century bear eloquent witness to the sorts of 
relations and practices later to be assigned that 
label. Los Angeles is an early case in point. The 
movie Chinatown describes some real events, but 
the interests of major speculator landowners did 
not stop at procuring water to quench their 
dreams. In their determination to establish Los 
Angeles as the major metropole of the West Coast 

                                                 
37 The sub-title of Ebenezer Howard’s (1898) 

manifesto for garden cities is significant: Tomorrow: 

A Peaceful Path to Real Reform, though it was later 

reprinted under the more anodyne title Garden Cities 

of Tomorrow. 

and so usurp San Francisco, unions had been 
successfully suppressed by 1920 and the principle 
of the open shop established (Davis 1997). 
Working alongside the transcontinental railroads 
and the Department of Water and Power the 
Chamber of Commerce then set about marketing 
the city as the location for the branch plants of 
eastern corporations. A Ford assembly plant and 
Goodyear tire factory were already in place in the 
1920s to be followed later by a Chrysler plant.38  
There were initiatives at more regional levels. The 
movement of the textile industry to Southern 
states in the first two decades of the century, 
created something of a regional crisis in New 
England (Koistinen 2013). This would lead in 
1925 to the formation of a business organization, 
the New England Council, with a view to 
changing the basis of the regional economy. This 
had the backing of businesses with major stakes in 
the region, including banks, utilities and railroads: 
a dramatis personae typical of the growth coalitions 
that would become the standard for local 
development initiatives after 1945.  

This sort of bottom-up approach would be in 
sharp distinction to what would eventually unfold 
in Western Europe. But prior to the Second 
World War it could be hard to tell the difference. 
In Great Britain there was a proliferation of this 
sort of activity, though typically led by local 
governments rather than by business 
organizations (Ward 1990). The spur to action was 
usually, as in the New England case, some local 
economic crisis. The fact that until 1937 local 
governments were largely responsible for 
unemployment assistance was a major incentive. 
Promotional efforts were stimulated by the fact 
that electricity and gas supply were often local 
government responsibilities. So in addition to the 
offer of cuts in local taxes there could also be 
concessions on utility pricing. In some instances 
municipally owned land was offered at a 

                                                 
38 As Harvey Graff (2008, Chapter 4) has shown, 

Dallas has a similar history of antagonism to labor 

organizers and of early success in attracting inward 

investment. Starting in 1928 an “Industrial Dallas” 

program focused on a $500,000 national marketing 

campaign attracting numerous new investments in the 

area on the part of major corporations. But there were 

many similar cases during that time scattered across 

the US. 
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concessionary rate. More regional, coordinating 
initiatives like the Lancashire and Scottish 
Development Councils also came into being. 
There were connections with more private 
interests. The railroads were particularly interested 
in increasing traffic in areas like Northeastern 
England and Scotland that were badly hit by the 
depression of the 1930s. Some privately owned 
electric companies offered subsidies to new 
business customers. There was analogous practice 
in the Netherlands (Kaal 2009). During the 
interwar period cities contested the site of an 
international airport; and Amsterdam was to the 
forefront in efforts to attract in new industry.39 

Even so, central governments did not necessarily 
approve of these initiatives. In Great Britain they 
were regarded as wasteful and not the proper 
function for local government. So lines were 
already being drawn that would have implications 
for the direction that local development policy 
would later take. There were also concerns in the 
US. A report issued in 1937 with the title Our 
Cities: Their Role in the National Economy had come 
out with uneven development quite clearly in its 
sights. A central concern was the market in 
locations that was already taking shape in the 30s 
thanks to the initiatives being taken at the local 
level. The problem was couched as one of 
‘industrial structure’: 

                                                 
39 On the whole, though, privately led initiatives, and 

in contrast to the US, were much less in evidence. A 

striking exception was the activity of a French 

railroad company in stimulating development that 

would redound to its advantage in terms of increased 

traffic (Bouneau 1990). This was the Compagnie du 

Midi which served what was at the time one of the 

least developed of French regions: the area north of 

the Pyrenees, stretching from the Atlantic to the 

Mediterranean and taking in the cities of Bordeaux 

and Toulouse. In essence, it became a development 

agency for the southwest: electrifying its lines; 

investing in hydroelectric power in the Pyrenees for 

that purpose; using its availability as basis for 

investments in electrical and electro-chemical 

industries; and purchasing and developing real estate 

in forms that would generate traffic: these included a 

summer resort on the Bay of Biscay and ski resorts in 

the Pyrenees. Earlier it had purchased land on either 

side of its tracks in the Landes and developed it for 

forestry. 

“One of our specific economic 
problems is the lack of articulation 
among the various industries within our 
urban communities. Frequently the 
decision to locate an industry in one city 
or another is based upon the immediate 
opportunities of a particular enterprise 
or the desire of a community to increase 
the total amount of industrial activity, 
regardless of its effect upon the local 
industrial structure. Localities, by means 
of subsidies, tax exemption, and free 
sites, have indiscriminately attracted 
enterprises which did not mesh with the 
rest of the community’s industries and 
which sooner or later helped to throw 
the entire industrial pattern out of gear.”  
(p. viii) 

The federal government would have liked to have 
done something about it: it talked in the same 
report about what it called ‘planned industrial 
selection’ by which development in the localities 
would be subordinated to national goals. Clearly it 
would not have its way, but like the British 
government of the time, it recognized that letting 
things take their course without some central 
intervention, in that case at the federal level, 
would be problematic.40 

Central Government Interventions 
If in Great Britain the central government had 
been ambivalent about the development initiatives 
of local governments, then the high 
unemployment of the 1930s necessarily increased 
the attention it gave to the issue. There was 
certainly a view among some, and despite the 
misgivings noted above, that the localized nature 
of the unemployment, concentrated in some of 
the coal mining and shipbuilding areas like the 
West of Scotland and Northeastern England, was 
in fact best handled by local government action. 
What would eventually prevail, though, would be 
something that while quite modest in its initial 
scope, to the point of being more symbolic than 
making a serious dent in local unemployment, 
would come to dominate approaches not just in 

                                                 
40 Intriguingly it was part of a current of thought 

arguing that there should be a much greater degree of 

central planning in the United States, a goal that 

would be eventually frustrated. See Katznelson and 

Pietrykowski (1991) for a discussion of this.  
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post-war Great Britain but throughout Western 
Europe as a whole. This would take the form of 
centrally orchestrated moves to influence the 
location of industry. In particular there were 
inducements to industry to locate on the so-called, 
government sponsored, Trading Estates in the 
depressed areas, like those at Team Valley just 
outside Newcastle and at Treforest in South 
Wales. They had the power to rent out industrial 
property at cost. Firms locating there also 
qualified for certain tax incentives (McCrone 1969, 
Chapter 3). 
The only remotely comparable initiative in the US 
was the creation of the Tennessee Valley 
Authority designed to stimulate economic 
development in the Upper South and again in 
response to the severe unemployment of the 
1930s. Through federal construction of dams, 
navigation would be enhanced and electricity 
produced, as well as the creation of opportunities 
for tourism. As Figure 2.2 indicates the electricity 
would then be sold to areas beyond the 
boundaries of the Tennessee River basin itself.  

On the other hand, and during the ’thirties there 
was nothing to compare with the British initiative 
in the rest of Western Europe either. The French 
government had decentralization policies but they 
were much more connected to rearmament and 
concerns about attack from the air than anything 
to do with local economic development (Dessus 
1953, 4; Frankestein 1980, 758-759). Rather what 
attracts attention is less a response to localized 
unemployment and more one inspired by anti-
urbanist sentiment. In Belgium policies designed 
to deter the concentration of workers in urban 
areas had a long history (De Decker 2008). 
Anxieties about public health and the moral state 
of the workers had led to early initiatives, 
supported in particular by the Catholic Church. 
On the one hand commuting from the 
countryside was facilitated by a dense network of 
railway and light rail connections and subsidized 
workmen’s fares. Second, and subsequent to 
deadly urban riots in 1886 the labor law of 1889 
included provision to encourage homeownership 
via tax exemptions, cheap loans and even the offer 
of an extra vote. This, along with cheap rail 
transport encouraged customized construction in 
the countryside, creating the pattern of sprawl for 
which Belgium is now famous, if not notorious.  

Later, in the fascist countries of Germany and 
Italy, anti-urbanist policies would be taken up with 
vigor. As noted above, anti-urban feeling in 
Germany had a long history (Mullin 1982a) and 
already prior to 1914 there had been tensions 
between conservative national governments and 
big city governments dominated by the labor 
movement for whom local home rule dating back 
to the early nineteenth century was both a norm 
and a weapon. Under the Nazis the view that the 
cities were hotbeds of dangerous revolutionary 
potential, unhealthy places, would receive added 
impetus as their supposed cosmopolitanism and 
Jewishness were added to the list of evils (Mullin 
1982b.) The Third Reich had its ‘settlement’ 
ideologists who, among other things, wanted to 
see cities limited to a size of no more than 100,000 
and resettlement of the population in the rural 
areas. These would be trumped by recognition of 
the productive capacity of the big city, particularly 
in terms of preparation for war, but new towns 
were created, notably those of Salzgitter and 
Wolfsburg. In Italy under Mussolini there were 
similar sentiments about the baleful effects of 
cities (Caprotti 2007). The return to the 
countryside and to small towns was also seen, as 
in French claims, a means to counter a declining 
birth rate. In practice most of the activity would 
focus on the creation of new, but small towns in 
areas undergoing land reclamation, notably the 
Pontine Marshes.41 

City and Regional Planning 
Capitalist development requires a physical 
infrastructure which is other than the physical 
plant used directly in production: the premises, the 
pithead gear and the mine shafts, the pottery kilns, 
the blast furnaces and the like. This includes 
elements of the built environment like worker 
housing, water, sewerage and highways. During 
the first industrial revolution of coal, steel, cotton 
textiles and the steam engine, these were often 
provided by the employer himself. The company 
town was a standard feature of the time ranging all 
the way from the dreary provision of mining 
companies across Appalachia and the American 

                                                 
41 See also Ruth Lo “The Architecture and Planning 

of Fascist New Towns in Sardinia”: 

http://www.sah.org/about-sah/sah-

news/2013/03/14/the-architecture-and-planning-of-

fascist-new-towns-in-sardinia (Last accessed 6/16/15) 

http://www.sah.org/about-sah/sah-news/2013/03/14/the-architecture-and-planning-of-fascist-new-towns-in-sardinia
http://www.sah.org/about-sah/sah-news/2013/03/14/the-architecture-and-planning-of-fascist-new-towns-in-sardinia
http://www.sah.org/about-sah/sah-news/2013/03/14/the-architecture-and-planning-of-fascist-new-towns-in-sardinia
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West or the coalfields of Scotland, Northeast 
England, Belgium and Germany’s Ruhr, and 

lumber mill towns on the Pacific coast; to the 
more elaborate and paternalist arrangements of a

 

Figure 2.2: The Tennessee Valley project 

 

 
Louis Schneider in the case of Le Creusot, 
Krupp’s Zollverein mining-steel complex in Essen 
or Titus Salt’s Saltaire. 

The larger cities that grew to service regional and 
national development of this sort – cities like 
Manchester, Pittsburgh, Boston, Leeds, 
Birmingham, Lille or Düsseldorf – were different. 
There was no single employer coordinating 
provision. Rather its different aspects were 
externalized to other agents who had their own 
objectives and constraints. Housing became a 
responsibility of the private builder and landlord. 
Providing for other needs, like water and sewerage 
and public transport to get workers to places of 
work became a state responsibility. But this 

created very considerable problems of 
coordination and therefore of provision. Instead 
of private planning the need for some sort of 
public planning surged to the fore. Growth was 
often chaotic with little in the way of more 
centralized coordination of land uses.42 There 

                                                 
42 There was private urban planning long before the 

public version as we know it, and, while targeted at a 

moneyed class, it could be effective where the extent 

of land being developed was on a suitably large scale. 

David Cannadine (1977) has shown what was 

possible in his discussion of the development of the 

Calthorpe estate on the edge of Birmingham during 

the nineteenth century. Many of the features of 

contemporary planning practice are clearly in 
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were issues of congestion; ones of land assembly 
to cater to firm expansion and the widening of 
highways; and there were crises in the 
reproduction of labor power as a result of high 
rents, overcrowding, inadequate sewage disposal 
and problems of access to pure water. These 
would become more geographically widespread 
with the second industrial revolution, the 
proliferation of factories in formerly non-
industrial towns and the exploitation of economies 
of agglomeration.  

These were what Edmond Preteceille (1976) has 
called the contradictions of capitalist urbanization: 
an urbanization which allowed firms to harness 
advantages of nearness to their goals of 
profitability but which at the same time, as firms 
expanded, threatened to undermine them. It 
would be the context within which new 
professions would arise – public health officer, 
municipal engineer, and sanitary engineer. Part of 
their briefs would then be appropriated by an 
emergent expertise targeting the geographic layout 
of things and drawing on utopian thinking about 
urban design. This would be city planning with its 
goals of improving housing conditions, facilitating 
movement and the expansion of the city itself 
through the anticipation of future needs. City 
planning’s object of interest would be the physical 
arrangement of things in the city: of one land use 
relative to another, the location of housing, 
highways, waterlines, city parks, new reservoirs, 
and sewage works.43 In turn it would justify itself 
in terms of a seemingly objective knowledge of 
managing problems defined as technical: serious 
social problems became externalities, the assembly 
of land was a matter of public purpose rather than 

                                                                         
evidence including the artful arrangement of land-

uses, the dedication of land for prestige uses, like 

universities, and residential exclusion. 
43 Compare Harvey (1979, 213): “… professional 

planners find themselves confined, for the most part, 

to the task of defining and attempting to achieve a 

‘successful’ ordering of the built environment. In the 

ultimate instance the planner is concerned with the 

‘proper’ location, the appropriate mix of activities in 

space of all the diverse elements which make up the 

totality of physical structures – the houses, roads, 

factories, offices, water and sewage disposal 

facilities, hospitals, schools and the like – which 

comprise the built environment.”   

a quite narrowly defined private interest.44 The 
fundamentally capitalist nature of what was at 
stake would be defined by others. As the 
economist Robert Haig put it in 1927, 
metropolitan New York was:  

“... essentially a piece of productive 
economic machinery competing with 
other metropolitan machines ... The area 
of New York and its environs may be 
likened to the floor space of a factory. 
Regional Planning designates the best 
use of this floor space … Unduly 
congested streets should be no more 
tolerated than the aisles of a factory 
impassably jammed by goods in process; 
factories scattered helter skelter should 
be no more tolerated than departments 
of a factory scattered helter skelter” 
(quote in Meyers 1998, 298.)45 

                                                 
44 In this way the class nature of what was at stake 

would be obscured. Social problems would become 

spatial ones to be resolved by interventions into 

spatial arrangements, as Harvey (1979) and Piven 

(1970) have made clear. Bad housing should be 

replaced by good housing but without giving the 

workers the increased wages that would allow them 

to pay the increased rents; so the slum got – and 

arguably continued to get – moved around.  
45 According to Magri and Topalov (1987, 435) this 

was also European thinking: “A la fin de la guerre, 

cette idéologie américaine trouve un terrain favorable 

de développement en Europe, où l'industrialisme 

régnant s'applique à l'urbain comme à la 

production. « La ville, affirme Jaussely, par son 

organisation, doit donner le meilleur rendement 

possible tout en limitant l'effort des hommes (...). Il 

faut mieux produire pour mieux vivre et aussi mieux 

vivre pour mieux produire, tel est l'axiome du jour 

dont la réalisation est le problème de la société 

moderne; il domine entièrement la vie générale: c'est 

celui des sociétés et c'est celui des hommes comme 

des agglomérations » . Et il poursuit: « On en est 

arrivé considérer l'organisation économique des cités 

comme une sorte de "taylorisation" en grand d'un très 

vaste atelier où, pour des raisons très précises, chaque 

chose doit avoir une place définie et ne peut-être qu'à 

cette place » ”  [“At the end of the war, this American 

view finds fertile ground in Europe, where the 

prevailing idea about industrialism is applied to the 

city in the same way as it is to production. ‘The city, 

argues Jaussely, must give through its organization 

the best possible yield while at the same time limiting 
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Haig referred here to ‘the metropolis.’ After the 
First World War this would come increasingly into 
the planner’s line of view. The second industrial 
revolution, electricity and the new assembly 
industries would produce the industrial suburb, 
initiating a long term dispersion of employment 
that has continued down to the present day. 
Improvements in urban transportation, the tram, 
the trolley bus, and the rise of railroad commuting 
then facilitated a lengthening of the journey to 
work so that those suburbs were not necessarily 
drawing on their immediate areas for workers. The 
railroads furthered the process through their real 
estate activities. Classic is the development of 
housing by the Metropolitan Railway in England 
on surplus land that had come into its possession 
to the northwest of London. The development of 
settlement along Philadelphia’s Main Line and that 
of Long Island around the Long Island Railroad 
has a similar history. The imbrication of transport 
and real estate development could also apply to 
the trolley bus, as Henry Huntington would 
demonstrate to highly profitable effect in Los 
Angeles (Friedricks 1987.) In fact, in that 
particular instance, his trolley system was used as a 
loss leader to promote his real estate development 
activities. But the bottom line to all this is that the 
metropolitan area was beginning to take shape as a 
unified labor and housing market with all the 
issues of spatial externalities and coordination of 
land-uses that were grist to the city planner’s mill. 

The acquisition of planning powers by the local 
governments making up metropolitan areas would 
then add to the problems since what was a 
reasonable plan for one was not necessarily the 
case for its neighbors (Hewitt 2011). With the 20s 
and 30s, therefore, planning on a metropolitan 
scale, or at least talking about it, as in the case of 
the New York Regional Plan Association, founded 

                                                                         
the effort made by the worker (…) It is necessary to 

produce in order to live better and also to live better 

in order to produce, such is the axiom of today, the 

realization of which is the problem for modern 

society; it entirely dominates life in general; it is the 

problem of societies as it is of people as it is of 

agglomerations.’ And he continues: ‘One has reached 

the point of considering the economic organization of 

cities as a sort of scaled up ‘taylorization’ of a huge 

workshop where, for very precise reasons, everything 

must have a particular place and only that place.”] 

in 1922, would become au courant.46 Alain Cotterau 
(1970) has described attempts as early as the 1920s 
to plan for the suburbanization of the population 
in the Greater Paris area. A major issue, and to 
give concrete shape to the concerns of 
metropolitan planning, was the provision of 
infrastructure to complement new industrial 
expansion in the suburbs. As the residential 
population increased around the new points of 
employment, infrastructural deficiencies had been 
accentuated by the practice of subdivision and the 
sale of lots to individuals without providing paved 
highways, sewerage, curbs, sidewalks, street 
lighting and the like. The plan, with major support 
from the big industrial employers, was to 
concentrate development along particular axes to 
be provided with improved public transport and 
in two new towns, Courneuve and Rungis, to be 
connected to central Paris by electric tramway. 
The plans were stillborn. The French government, 
under pressure from rural landowners declined to 
provide the money requested, but the general 
concept was one that would eventually see the 
light of day after the war.  

New Forms of Real Estate Product 
The landscape of local and regional development 
as we know it today is one of office parks, 
industrial parks, regional shopping centers, and so-
called planned (residential) communities. Yet apart 
from the first, all of these were beginning to put in 
an appearance well before the onset of the Second 
World War and would be incorporated into local 
and regional development policy as it took 
subsequent shape. 

The specialized industrial district of Vernon, 
discussed in the first chapter of this book, is one 
such instance. As Mike Davis has indicated it 
originated as a clone of something developed 
earlier in Chicago and known as the Central 
Manufacturing District. With railroad access and 
developer planning in terms of street layouts, 
setback requirements and rights of way, by 1929 it 
had 300 firms employing 16,000 workers (Davis 
1997, 368-371).47 There were similar 

                                                 
46 In the case of London it would be even earlier. See 

Hewitt (2011). 
47 In a discussion of ‘organized factory districts’ 

Harris and Lewis (2001, 20) point out how “… these 

were planned privately by railway and real estate 

companies and supported by local government. Of 
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developments in Great Britain where they were 
more likely to be known as trading estates. The 
Slough Trading Estate west of London was 
created as early as 1920 and proved to be a major 
success attracting consumer goods firms like 
Citroën, Gillette, Johnson and Johnson and later 
during the 1930s, Mars and Berlei. Trafford Park 
in Manchester was even earlier, going back to the 
turn of the century and attracting firms in the new 
industries of the time like electric turbines and 
aircraft engines but also consumption goods like 
packaged tea and even automobiles (P Scott 2001). 
These were private ventures but local 
governments also created and marketed them. By 
1939 Liverpool had developed an industrial park 
in its satellite town of Speke (Ward 1990,110). 
Manchester would promote a similar development 
in its satellite town of Wythenshawe. As indicated 
earlier, the trading estate, with subsidized 
industrial sites, would be taken up in Great Britain 
in early government attempts to mitigate localized 
unemployment.  

The contemporary shopping center also had its 
precursors. Perhaps the most well-known of these 
is Kansas City’s Country Club Plaza which was in 
operation by 1923 and geared to the shopper 
arriving by car. Something similar, if not quite so 
ambitious, was located in Main Line, a wealthy 
suburb of Philadelphia (Dyer 1998). This was 
Suburban Square, developed close to a railroad 
station during the 1920s by a syndicate of local 
business people including ones with interests in 
real estate and banking. As in the case of Country 
Club Plaza, a notable feature was the way in which 
it managed to attract branches of department 
stores already well-established in the downtown: 
another portent for the future. 

Novelty in real estate development also came in 
the form of the garden suburb. In its emergent 
stage city planning had been greatly influenced by 
the garden city idea: a city at some remove from 
existing metropolitan areas, relatively self-

                                                                         
small account before World War I, there were 122 

such districts in 84 cities by mid-century (in North 

America.) Places such as New York’s Bush Terminal 

offered manufacturers cheap land, low taxes, direct 

freight car service, building design, financial 

assistance, and other external economies.”  

 

sufficient in employment and allowing a much 
greater penetration of green space into the built 
environment and, in virtue of limited size, greater 
access to the countryside beyond.48 By the end of 
the First World War, though, sentiment was 
beginning to turn against it in favor of towns 
much more closely linked to existing urban areas – 
what became known as satellite towns or 
alternatively as garden suburbs (Magri and 
Topalov 1987): developments on the edge of the 
city of free-standing or semi-detached housing 
enjoying copious garden space, fronting onto tree 
lined, curved streets, with the occasional 
apartment building; these also  enjoyed access to 
the outside but this time in the form of balconies. 
During the inter-war period, and according to 
Kakfoula (2013, 172), this became the 
predominant form of urban extension for both 
public and private sector housing in Western 
Europe. Looking at housing developments from 
that same period, that conclusion also applied to 
the US:49 for every Hampstead Garden Suburb, a 

                                                 
48 Howard should not get all the credit for this idea. It 

is not just that he owed much to the Arts and Crafts 

movement and William Morris’s utopian tract News 

from Nowhere. A German contemporary, Theodor 

Fritsch had similar ideas published in a book with the 

title Gartenstadt (literally ‘garden city’) but, and in 

contrast to Howard, found inspiration less in social 

reform and more in racist and anti-Semitic aspiration 

(Schubert 2004.) 
49 Compare Magri and Topalov (1987, 420) in a 

discussion of France, Great Britain, Italy and the 

United States: « Au lendemain de la guerre, 

apparemment, le  modèle de la cité-jardin 

triomphe. II  s'impose partout, à la fois comme 

conception  de la maison monofamiliale et 

comme schéma d'opération urbanistique intégrée.  

Mais cette victoire du Garden city mouvement 

est peut-être amère pour ceux qui défendent 

toujours le projet initial de Ebenezer Howard 

(1898). En effet, en 1919, le consensus est 

clairement établi sur une conviction qui est aussi 

un  renoncement  : on ne réalisera  pas l 'unité 

spatiale de l 'emploi  et de la résidence  dans  le  

cadre  de  communautés  autosuffisantes à l'écart  

des grandes cités. Le modèle abandonné 

s'inscrivait dans une perspective sinon anti-

urbaine, du moins visant à  arrêter la croissance 

indéfinie  des métropoles et à  redistribuer 

population et activités dans de nouveaux pôles 

urbains de taille limitée, ceintures de zones 

rurales. Désormais, il est clai rement admis que 
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Radburn or a Forest Hills Gardens and for every 
Suresnes, Gennevilliers, Römerstadt or 
Praunheim, a Shaker Heights, a Glendale or an 
Upper Arlington. There were also, though, 
important differences in how the idea of the 
garden suburb was implemented. In Western 
Europe the state, both central and local, tended to 
play a much more important role than in the U.S.  

The Rise of Property Capital 
The developers of the industrial district of 
Vernon, the Slough trading estate, the Country 
Club Plaza, the Suburban Square of Mainline and 
Weiss’s (1987) community builders of the 20s and 
30s are forerunners of something that would be 
absolutely crucial to the politics of local and 
regional development as it took shape in the 
aftermath of the Second World War. It seems not 
too farfetched to refer to them as early instances 
of what would come to be known later as property 
capital: that particular branch of capital which 
provides business premises in the form of office 
towers, office parks, industrial parks, modular 
factory units, warehouses, hotels, shopping centers 
and not least, housing, and whose subsequent 

                                                                         
les cités nouvelles seront situées dans l es 

banlieues urbaines et conçues comme un 

élément d'une réorganisation de celles-ci et de la 

planification de leur extension future. 

L'urbanisme naît ainsi des cendres de l'utopie de 

Howard. » 

[“On the morrow of the First World War, it seems 

that the garden-city model has triumphed. It appears 

everywhere both as a way of conceiving the single 

family home and as a form of integrated urban living. 

However, this victory of the Garden City movement 

might be a bitter one for the adherents of Ebenezer 

Howard’s original idea (1898.) In effect, in 1919 

there is a clear consensus that is also a renunciation: 

the garden city is not going to take the form of a 

spatial unity of employment and residence in self-

sufficient communities away from the big cities. This 

vision is a function of a view that, if not anti-urban, is 

at least aimed at stopping the indefinite expansion of 

the metropolitan areas and redistributing population 

and employment into new urban centers of limited 

size in surrounding rural areas. Rather there is now a 

clear admission that the new developments will be 

located in the suburbs and seen as part of the 

reorganization of metropolitan areas and the planning 

of their future extension. Thus is urbanism born of 

the ashes of Howard’s utopia.”] 

 

claim on production takes the form of property 
rent. This is realized either as a continuing stream 
of revenue or as a one-time payment received 
from a buyer, as in home ownership which is, in 
effect, in exchange for the right to that rent. 
Writing in 1975 about Great Britain, Ambrose and 
Colenutt recognized the relative recency of this, 
arguing that,  

“Before the Second World War there 
were very few large property companies. 
Instead, redevelopment was undertaken 
by individual entrepreneurs, or by firms 
developing buildings for their own 
occupation. There were few speculative 
office blocks and the tendency was for 
firms to own freeholds to their premises 
rather than rent. Certainly there was no 
public awareness of ‘developers’ as 
such. Few property companies were 
quoted on the Stock Exchange, there 
was virtually no property press dealing 
with commercial development, and 
there was no coherent organization 
lobbying for the developers.” (Ambrose 
and Colenutt 1974, 37). 

They were writing in particular about office 
buildings but the same could be said to have 
applied to retail premises, industrial property and 
housing. Typically, retailers, even the chains, had 
owned their own premises and the same applied 
to industrial firms. With respect to housing there 
was still a legacy of employer-owned property and 
as Richard Harris (1991) has emphasized a huge 
amount of self-build by working class people.  As 
Becky Nicolaides (1999) has described it for Los 
Angeles, whole suburbs could fall into this 
category. Land was subdivided by what the 
community builders referred to derogatorily as 
‘curb stoners’ (Weiss 1987) and the purchaser 
either supervised or did the building him or 
herself. Stovall (1989) has described the same 
process as it unfolded in what would become 
Paris’s Red Belt to the north of the capital. As for 
rental property, and assuming that one was either 
not living with parents or in the boarding houses 
common at the turn of the century, this was a 
matter for capital of a very small, petty bourgeois 
character: small shopkeepers looking to expand 
their incomes or to spread their risks, 
professionals anxious to provide an income for 
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their anticipated widows, or in American cities co-
ethnics who knew the people that they were 
renting to and for whom the relation was not 
simply one of arms-length market exchange.50 The 
large apartment developments were well in the 
future; likewise the retirement communities, both 
big and small that have become so common. This 
made a difference to the role of builders. Building 
had a strong custom element, as Ambrose and 
Colenutt emphasize with respect to office 
buildings. A business person bought the land, 
hired a builder, and took possession of the 
finished property.  

In short, industrial and commercial capital have 
now to a very large degree externalized their needs 
for premises and for worker housing to that 
specialized branch that we know as property 
capital. Property capital provides sites, developed 
or otherwise, in the right place and at an 
acceptable price, in exchange for a share of the 
surplus. In the first place this is a deduction from 
surplus value, so a deduction from capital’s fund 
for accumulation. With the externalization of 
worker housing by employers it becomes a 
deduction from the working class’s consumption 
fund; but given the way in which, as a component 
of the value of labor power, it gets translated into 
wage demands, it too is something that has to 
concern industrial capital, as we saw in the 
discussion of Silicon Valley in Chapter One. 

As a separate branch of capital, property capitals 
enter into competition with one another, which 
has in turn given their products a highly 
speculative character as they struggle to gain an 
advantage over each other: a continual process of 
purchasing land, subdividing it into separate lots, 
and building houses, shopping centers, office 
buildings with no certainty that there will be a 
buyer. The goal is rent from land and the 
improvements thereto and to be achieved today in 
numerous, often complementary ways that were 
already taking shape prior to the war: artful land 
assembly to allow the inclusion of land that 
already has accessibility advantages; later the 
assembly of large contiguous areas of land to 
facilitate development on the sort of scale making 

                                                 
50 In Great Britain municipal councils tended to be 

dominated by the small landlord class, intent on 

blunting the effects that public housing would have 

on its rents. See Byrne (1980). 

it possible to internalize externalities: the 
apartment properties adjoining the shopping 
center or even developments of single-family 
homes within the same perimeter; or the 
hospitality development that includes restaurants, 
hotels and cinemas and perhaps some offices. Size 
has meant scope for creating new geographic 
difference within the development so as to extract 
a premium price for some of the housing lots: a 
lake51 or a golf course. Having secured all that, 
external access might still be a problem, but, in the 
US at least, one that can be solved: a new freeway 
interchange in exchange for a contribution to a 
legislator’s campaign finance fund or the promise 
of some community advantage like a park or a 
community center. The same applies to obtaining 
the permits or planning permission, though that is 
a matter not just of investing in people but 
investing in the right connections and developing 
them in the first place.52 Aside from the pursuit of 
rent through individual developments property 
capital also comprises a class keenly aware of how 
more general conditions can facilitate rent 
appropriation. Squeezing out the curbstoners was 
an early agenda item pursued in the US on a 
national level (Weiss 1987). More recently impact 
fees have provided the necessary animus.  

On the other hand, and as a class, property capital 
can only be understood in its relations with 
industrial and finance capital. Rent is ultimately a 
deduction from the total value produced; but 
without the laying out of money by industrial 
capital there is clearly no value from which to 
deduct it. There are two qualifiers that should be 
entered. First, property capital is hugely innovative 
in what it develops and sells. Shopping centers are 
nothing like they used to be and the same goes for 
the single family home. Older office buildings are 
no longer up to scratch where the open plan has 
conquered all before it. Even if a local economy 
shows absolutely no tendency to expand and even 

                                                 
51 Lake St Louis outside St Louis, Missouri, is a 

classic case: a lake, and not a small one – it covers 

over 600 acres – was created by the developers 

making the area highly attractive to buyers, 

particularly those with the money to buy lakeside 

lots. The fact that it was next to a major interstate 

allowing easy access to St Louis, also helped. 
52 Which is one of the reasons that property capitals 

need local people with local connections working for 

them. 
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if it is contracting, property capital can still make 
money by attracting buyers away from what, in 
virtue of this innovation, starts to appear obsolete. 
Of course, without expansion someone will be left 
holding devalued property and older parts of the 
city will then move down the path to redlining by 
banks and ultimately abandonment. But property 
capital continues to make money.  

And second, some of this innovation clearly 
facilitates the development of the productive 
forces in various ways, and therefore the surplus 
from which rent is a deduction. As Harvey (1982, 
Chapter 11) has made clear, land rent in its 
relation to property capital, and while a claim on 
industrial capital, should not be seen purely as a 
relation of distribution. The competition of 
property capitals one with another forces them to 
revolutionize spatial arrangement as a productive 
force: to change the use of particular sites in 
accord with the shifting demands of industrial and 
commercial capitals; and to provide new 
arrangements of complementary uses that will 
enhance the speed with which industrial and 
commercial firms can rotate their capital and so 
increase the extraction of surplus value in a given 
time period. Through the way in which it 
promotes the retailing process, the shopping 
center helps speed up the rotation of capital. 
Industrial parks, by bringing complementary uses 
together, enhance worker productivity, if only by 
allowing a reduction in the labor assigned to 
transport functions.  

In its turn, finance capital is massively intertwined 
in its operations with the property companies. 
Real property represents an investment of very 
long life which, in terms of the revenues it 
generates, can only be amortized slowly. This 
means that property capitals need financing on a 
major scale: financing that is supplied largely by 
banks, insurance companies and pension funds, 
but also by extremely wealthy individuals through 
the sale of limited partnerships in particular 
development projects. Payments in the form of 
interest or payouts to limited partners are then a 
deduction from rents received.  

However, property capitals also need to sell and 
this entails further reliance on finance capital. This 
is obvious in the case of single-family housing 
since purchase is typically through taking out a 
mortgage. So just what will pass muster with the 

banks and savings and loans becomes a 
consideration. Outside of single family housing, 
though, the speed with which property companies 
rotate their capital can be increased by the sale of 
their shopping centers, apartment buildings and 
office towers.53 This allows an acceleration of the 
accumulation process: money released to use as 
leverage for yet more loans to build even more 
shopping centers. Purchase of these properties is 
of particular interest to insurance companies and 
pension funds. They take in money from clients 
who expect a payoff continuing for a long time 
into the future. Just how attractive the terms are 
that insurance companies and pension funds offer 
to clients depends on expanding the money that 
they have under their control; which means 
investing it, and much of it will be invested in 
property. This is because rents from office and 
shopping center tenants provide a steady stream 
of revenues out of which to meet what is typically 
an equally steady stream of obligations. Of course, 
rents from any particular investment can 
deteriorate; which is why their owners tend to 
spread their risks by putting money into different 
projects across the country.54 

THE NEW MOBILITY AND THE 
DIFFERENCE IT MADE 
Quite what coherence these practices and 
structures would assume was not yet clear. After 
the Second World War it would be. In both 
American and West European versions, the new 
forms of real estate product, property capital and 
city and regional planning would be part of the 
mix but, and it bears emphasis, subordinated to 
very different overall approaches. The American 
version of local and regional development policy 
would be very bottom up: driven by individual 
property capitals, including the developers, by the 
localities, particularly their growth coalitions, and 

                                                 
53 Property companies may also retain some of their 

properties as a permanent source of revenue and as a 

way of handling downturns in the market for new 

properties. 
54 It has also been suggested that there is a 

metropolitan bias to investment preferences. Those 

managing property portfolios prefer the big projects 

that will limit their management costs. The bigger, 

more diversified cities are also perceived as less risky 

in virtue of the depth of their markets and greater 

ability to weather declines in demand. See Halbert 

(2013b). 
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to a lesser degree the individual states, with the 
federal government playing a much more passive 
role. This would be in sharp contrast to Western 
Europe. Policies of a more highly centralized 
character would come to predominate and the 
discretion left to the localities far more 
circumscribed. Quite what tips the balance in 
either case from what was a much more inchoate 
set of practices prior to the war can only be 
conjectured. Even then one might say that the 
future was preordained by conditions of a more 
structured sort; conditions that I will outline in the 
concluding chapter. But what they both share as a 
fundamental precondition is what I will call ‘the 
new mobility’: something that would in its turn 
allow moving things and people around, attracting 
them in, and sometimes repelling them. This 
would then provide the keystone to policy on 
both sides of the Atlantic, albeit in very different 
ways.  

The new mobility was experienced at both 
regional and more local scales and was in sharp 
contrast to what had prevailed in the nineteenth 
century. Above all the range of locational choice 
for industry started to expand at the same time as 
firms found themselves with a new power to 
redistribute production from one facility to 
another: closing a plant here, opening a new one 
somewhere else. The growth and diversification of 
consumer goods industries, durable and 
nondurable, made a difference. The fact that they 
relied on semi-finished inputs and electricity 
meant a widening of the locational calculus away 
from the sorts of demands associated with the 
heavy industry of the nineteenth century: notably 
away from coal for steam engines and estuarine 
access to raw-materials, towards conditions of 
labor and labor skills, market access and ease of 
assembling the inputs. The invention of the 
internal combustion engine opened up new 
locational horizons, not just for the now 
burgeoning light industry but also for residential 
development. There again, electricity helped to 
revolutionize urban transportation through the 
tram and then the trolley bus. 

For industrial mobility, this widening of locational 
choice was not the only significant condition. The 
changing character of industrial organization and 
in particular how corporations managed their 
various operations across space was also 

important; i.e., their spatial divisions of labor. This 
attracted little academic attention till the 1980s but 
the changes were already underway at least a half-
century earlier. In her 1984 discussion, Massey 
(1984, Chapter 3) identifies several different types 
of spatial division of labor one of which is what 
she calls the spatially concentrated: one in which 
all firm functions – administration, the different 
stages of the labor process – are located at the 
same site. During the nineteenth century, and 
certainly prior to the development of the joint-
stock firm, this would have been the predominant 
form. Firms tended to be smaller. To the extent 
that they expanded, then it would be either on the 
same site or within the same urban area, retaining 
the same workers, and there are many instances of 
this. Wholesale relocation, except within a tightly 
defined geographic area, would have been highly 
risky without the insurance provided by branches 
in other locations. What leads to change in this 
pattern is complex. In part it is a matter of 
horizontal and vertical integration of firms 
through buying out competitors or 
suppliers/customers elsewhere. The process 
therefore was part and parcel of a concentration 
of industry in fewer firms, something that also 
applied to banking and retailing. 

The upshot was that firms acquired new spatial 
divisions of labor. The multi-locational structure 
became standard, whether it was a matter of plants 
all producing the same thing or ones connected 
through what Massey has called part-process 
relations. How this facilitated the creation of 
entirely new points of production bears further 
consideration. It wasn’t just that the deep pockets 
resulting from firm size sheltered them from the 
risk of failure. Nor even was it one of buying up 
small firms in new areas and slowly building them 
up, important as that would be. Rather it was the 
attractions of co-location. In the new consumer 
goods industries, both durable and non-, firms 
were increasingly tied into relations with supplier 
and client firms, some of whom could be at a 
considerable distance which would make the 
transfer of production facilities closer to them that 
much less risky; all part of the rationalization of 
locations made possible by the creation of new 
spatial divisions of labor. Later, as the creation of 
new branches became standard practice, the 
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location consultants would help mediate new 
locations.55 

Within urban areas an analogous new spatial 
division of consumption began to take shape. 
Improved urban transportation and a decline in 
the length of the workday allowed people to live 
further from their workplaces; it also created the 
possibility of more exclusive residential 
developments on the edge or even far edge of the 
city. The location of the new industries on the 
urban periphery then encouraged the creation of 
suburbs of a more working class nature adding to 
an emergent mosaic of residential areas that would 
later be regulated through land use zoning. In the 
US the creation of mortgage markets on a 
metropolitan scale in place of the more localized, 
neighborhood-focused savings and loans would 
then facilitate the process further: the mobility of 
mortgage finance underwriting the mobility of 
people. 

But the new mobility was also to some degree 
problematic. Not all firms or types of activity were 
mobile to the same degree. Those depending on 
urban rents, whether landlords or developers, 
could be particularly vulnerable to shifts in their 
market as major employers closed plants and 
opened them elsewhere. The same applied to 
locally-owned and operated utility companies or 
banks that had failed to develop more extensive 
branching systems, not to mention the retailing 
sector.56 Any decline in land development would 
then impact the building trades where firms 
tended and still tend to be locked into very local 
sets of arrangements with sub-contractors, banks, 
and suppliers: arrangements which are portable 
elsewhere only with difficulty (Buzzelli and Harris 
2006; Wood 2004.) This could be a dilemma 
shared by the local working class to the extent that 
people were, for whatever reason, locked into 
local labor markets undergoing a contraction as 
firms shifted operations elsewhere or simply went 

                                                 
55 In the US the economic development departments 

of the electric and gas utilities would also play this 

role, partly but not only as a result of their monopoly 

of site information. 
56 To say that they depended on urban rents might 

appear strange. Profitability for these firms, though, 

has always been highly dependent on location as 

retailers discover when they go from owning their 

own premises to renting them. 

out of business. For the emergent professions, 
moved around from one bank branch or local 
government to another – Watson’s (1964) 
‘spiralists’ or those who Musgrove (1963) referred 
to as the migratory elite57 – it might not be of such 
moment. But for those depending for their jobs 
on word of mouth and tied down by family 
considerations it could be quite different. And to 
the extent that local government relied on locally 
generated tax revenues, there was no way it could 
retrieve its situation by following the tax base as it 
moved somewhere else. 

It is this tension between mobility and a relative 
fixity which lies behind anxieties about local and 
regional economies and which is the sine qua non 
for any notion of local and regional development 
policy. Harvey outlined one solution (1985, 203):  

“The more corporations used their 
powers of dispersal … the less urban 
regions competed with each other on 
the basis of their industrial mix and the 
more they were forced to compete in 
terms of the attractions they had to 
offer to corporate investment as labor 
and commodity markets and as bundles 
of physical and social assets that 
corporations could exploit to their own 
advantage.” 

But in fact this turns out to be a very country-
specific approach: specifically that of the US. In 
Western Europe it would be different. The 
problem of mitigating local economic distress is 
taken in hand by central government: a much 
more top-down approach, therefore. But in both 
instances, and as Harvey implied, the new mobility 
would turn out to be not just a curse but also an 
opportunity. 

Accordingly, the way in which it would be 
exploited in development policy would vary very 
considerably. In the U.S. the bits and pieces, parts 
of the divisions of labor of firms, and quickly 
defined as up for grabs, would become objects for 
local growth coalitions to attract in or ignore 
depending on how they fitted into a vision of local 
development. As per the concerns of the federal 
government noted above, localities were using 
‘subsidies, tax exemption, and free sites’ in order 

                                                 
57 See also Stovel and Savage (2005). 
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to ‘indiscriminately attract(ed) enterprises.’ In 
Western Europe, on the other hand, the rise of 
the branch plant turned out to be something that 
could be used by central governments as they 
sought to alter the distribution of industry for 
their own purposes, which they did. 

Indeed, in the second half of the century the 
opportunities for mobilizing the footloose for 
purposes of local economic development would 
expand significantly beyond the industrial branch 
plant. Large corporations with multiple branches 
would come to be a major feature of developed 
economies in both manufacturing and in the so-
called service industries: bank branches, hotel 
chains, back offices, retail chains, and the 
shopping centers that serve as their characteristic 
locations. Retail chains then entailed the creation 
of warehouses and distribution centers, adding to 
the bits and pieces that could be the object of 
location policy in the West European case or of 
policies of attracting inward investment in the 
American one. The expansion of the state 
increased the possibilities through its 
multiplication of military, air and naval bases and 
the hiving off of routine office work from capital 
cities for relocation elsewhere. Eventually new 
residential developments, particularly the larger 
ones, would become objects of strategic planning 
for local and regional development. 

But it bears repeating that how that mobility 
would be exploited for purposes of advancing 
development agendas would vary very, very 
considerably between the US and the West 
European countries. In the US they would be the 
object of local, quite narrowly defined programs 
aimed at the enhancement of rents from property, 
which would then be subject to forces of a 
market-led nature and a competition between 
localities: for the population growth and housing 
demand promised by investments in office or 
industrial employment; and then a competition 
between the different local governments in a 
metropolitan area to land the housing 
developments that would result – a competition 
typically spearheaded by the landowners, the 
property companies and local government itself. 
Planners would play a role but they would be in 
the service of local government and local 

government in turn would find itself subordinated 
to the pressures of local growth interests. Land 
use zoning might have been their idea but 
property capitals would eagerly embrace it as a 
means to enhancing ‘their’ city’s ability to attract 
inward investment; something that was happening 
as early as the 1920s (Moskowitz 1998). 

In Western Europe, it would be different. The 
various mobilities would be drawn on by central 
governments as part of creating what can only be 
described as ‘the good geography’: a set of roughly 
interlocking goals, reflecting national debates 
about growth, distribution and landscape. There 
would be attention to questions of equity over 
space as we have already seen in discussion of 
policies aimed at redistributing employment. The 
national geography would also emerge as a 
consciously conceived and planned for productive 
force as in specifically national port / airport / 
transport policies, ensuring that housing was 
located where it was most needed, and in attempts 
to create the compact city. Here the order of 
priorities would be reversed: central government 
rather than local, and planners, particularly those 
at the center, in a dominant position. 

It is not just the meanings attaching to city and 
regional planning that are different as they get 
absorbed into two quite different approaches to 
local and regional development. The same applies 
to the various, specialized forms of real estate 
development that began to emerge in the ’thirties 
and to property capital itself. Early forms of 
private industrial estate would be adapted in 
Western Europe to top-down development 
policies: government-owned and established 
specifically to cater to the needs of branch plant 
industrial investments. In the US, of course, there 
would be no question of being subject in their 
construction to anything other than the market 
and the strategic thinking of private investors. 
And just as property capital would play a 
dominant role in local economic development 
policy in the US, supporting – inciting – inward 
investment policies and subordinating local 
government to its will so in Western Europe they 
would, per necesita, play a role more subordinate to 
some national vision of where things should go.  
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