
1 

 

PREFACE 
This is a book about the American politics of local 
and regional development. Much has been written 
about it. There are numerous case studies as well 
as some more theoretical statements that have 
been highly influential; those of Molotch, Elkin 
and Stone come readily to mind. There has been 
critical review. Among others, a common claim is 
that the literature has had difficulty bringing 
together the local forces which are at the heart of 
the American politics and ones of a more global 
nature. In this book this will be of only incidental 
concern. My focus lies elsewhere. For one thing 
that is rarely remarked on is the sheer 
distinctiveness of the American politics: its utter 
peculiarity when compared with what transpires in 
the countries of Western Europe and even 
compared with Canada. It is, for a start, a very 
bottom-up politics in which interests in rent 
dominate. The object is to channel value through 
real estate investments, something that necessarily 
takes on a competitive character, not just within 
metropolitan areas but between them and between  
regions. It is bottom-up because it works by 
mobilizing different agencies of the state to very 
local purposes: local government is called on to 
provide the infrastructure that will facilitate a 
particular office park project; or local 
governments, aided and abetted by developers 
bring pressure to bear on state government for 
some sort of favor. In Western Europe the 
balance between bottom-up and top-down, 
between private and public interests has tended to 
be quite different. Central branches of the state 
have played a preponderant role relative to local 
government. Private interests have seemingly been 
subordinated to planners and local planners to 
some sort of central oversight. There have 
certainly been changes in a more American 
direction over the last thirty or so years but how 
things are done in France, Germany, Italy and so 
forth, remains distinctive. In short, the West 
European case provides a useful counterpoint to 
the American one and one with respect to which 
our understanding of the latter stands to be 
deepened. That is what I have had in mind in 
writing this book. 
 
It has opened up other questions. Understanding 
why the US is different cannot be reduced to the 
synchronic. Structures of social relations have a  

 
history. The very idea of ‘local and regional 
development’ has to be examined from that 
standpoint. Intriguingly it begins to emerge on 
both sides of the North Atlantic at a very similar 
time, to blossom forth in clear ensembles of 
institutions and practices after the Second World 
War. There are certainly similarities in the 
conditions, not least the unevenness of 
geographical development and its politicization, 
along with, at more concrete levels the emergence 
of city planning, of property capital and of new 
real estate products like the garden suburb and the 
industrial estate. But how the latter get combined 
in a response to the former is very different. 
 
There are also questions around what is meant 
when reference is made to ‘urban and regional 
development.’ A related term often used is ‘local 
development.’ In addition there is the problem of 
usages which vary from one country to another. 
‘Urban’, ‘regional’ and ‘local’ development each 
have distinctive meanings, associations and 
contexts within which they are drawn on, but they 
also overlap. ‘Urban’ development’ is both ‘local’ 
and ‘regional’ for example; but one can also talk 
about the development of particular localities – 
hence ‘local development’ within an urban area 
and contributing ‘urban’ development. 
 
The terms ‘development’ and ‘local development’ 
are used particularly loosely by those directly 
responsible: by the ‘developers’ and by those who 
define themselves as ‘local economic 
development’ – the people who work in the 
economic development departments of the 
utilities in the US, the site selection consultants 
like Fantus and Real Estate Research Corporation 
or those attached to city planning departments 
whose brief is to facilitate inward investment. 
They are unlikely to use the term ‘urban 
development’ either to describe to each other 
what they do or to justify themselves to wider 
constituencies. Again ‘development’ here can refer 
either to housing, to inward investment in 
employment-creating activities or both; it depends 
on the context. 
 
‘Urban development’ on the other hand is a 
favored category of state officials. This can be 
very direct as in the federal ‘Housing and Urban 
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Development Department’, or ‘urban renewal’ or 
more indirectly as in ‘the development of our city.’ 
Since the 1960s and the efflorescence of social 
science interest in the urban it has also been a 
favored category of the academics. The attention 
given to ‘urban regimes’ and ‘urban growth 
coalitions’ are instances of this as are the titles of 
the journals: ‘urban this’ ‘urban that’ or ‘urban and 
regional.’ Curiously ‘local’ is the poor relation. 
 
‘Urban’ and ‘regional’ are used in the title of this 
book because they are more effective in capturing 
the imperatives and consequences of development 
in a capitalist society. Both express the 
socialization of production which is at the heart of 
capitalist development: the agglomeration of 
related activities is fundamental to the 
contemporary meaning of the city as a form that 
facilitates accumulation, just as ‘region’ connotes 
distinctive roles in the geographic division of 
labor. In addition, regional development is 
reflected in and is stimulated by urban 
development. The protagonists of urban 
development cannot ignore what is happening in 
the wider region. 
 
To talk of ‘Western Europe’ also requires 
comment. In the first place, I am referring to the 
more developed countries of Europe; so not those 
of the former Soviet bloc or of Southeastern 
Europe, including Greece. Second, I am aware 
that France is not Great Britain1 and development 
in Germany is characterized by different practices 
and institutional forms than, say, Belgium. As a 
federal state Germany is in some contrast to 
France and Great Britain, as indeed is Spain. 
Particular practices emerge at different times in 
different countries. To address localized 
unemployment the British government was 
intervening in industrial location as early as the 
1930s; a practice to be taken up elsewhere in 
Western Europe only after the Second World 
War. All the countries are distinctive. My point 
will be, though, that they have been and remain 
more alike in their approaches to local and 
regional development than they are like the 
American case. To justify this claim is not 

                                                 
1 I use the term ‘Great Britain’ throughout the book 

and in preference to the ‘United Kingdom.’ Neither is 

without unfortunate baggage but of the two the first is 

slightly less so. 

straightforward. This is because one’s knowledge 
of the different countries and of the development 
practices and institutions found there is inevitably 
uneven. I know more about Great Britain than I 
do of France; more about France and the 
Netherlands than Germany; and least about Italy, 
Spain and Switzerland. The degree to which I have 
over-generalized, and clearly I think it is very 
limited, will be for the reader to judge. 
 
In drawing on Western Europe in order to shed 
light on the American case, the tabula is not 
entirely rasa. There have been a number of book 
length comparative studies though with an Anglo-
American emphasis. The work of Hall and 
Clawson (1973) on comparative urban 
development in the US and Great Britain comes 
to mind; likewise Susan Fainstein’s (2001) 
comparison of property development, its planning 
and its politics in London and New York. The 
(1989) book by Barnekov, Boyle and Rich on 
privatism and urban policy in the US and in 
Britain is also to be noted. In some other 
important instances the comparative standpoint is 
more implicit: Stephen Elkin’s (1974) book on 
planning in London is a good example. There are 
also a number of articles – though not that many 
– either comparing the experience of different 
countries with the US or taking the US as point of 
departure. All these were at the very least highly 
suggestive and gave me encouragement in the 
explanatory line I chose to pursue. 
 
Finally, there is the question of method. I see the 
book as a contribution to what David Harvey has 
called ‘historical geographical materialism.’ This 
means that in understanding the politics of local 
and regional development I prioritize the 
accumulation process but as it both creates a 
distinctive geography and mobilizes it to its 
purposes. In the mainstream literature on the 
politics of development there is a concept of 
capitalism. Competition is to the fore and so 
therefore are markets. Popular resistance also 
figures into the discussion as indeed does the 
state. But the failure to situate them with respect 
to the accumulation process allows incoherence to 
take over. Local government, competition, 
notions of social justice, even uneven 
development, become so many independent 
forces unshackled from any overriding structuring 
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rooted in the imperatives of production; and 
emphatically that is not to be deterministic.  
 
The emphasis on accumulation means, in turn, 
that class relations and struggles are paramount. In 
the Western democracies these have typically 
assumed a strongly distributional character. The 
logic of accumulation has not been at stake; rather 
it is how the product gets allocated. These can 
certainly map on to the basic production relations 
between a class that, in effect, puts the means of 
production in motion and those who subsequently 
do the labor. But just as clearly distributional 
struggle occurs within the latter; how else, 
otherwise, would those whose revenues come 
primarily from returns on investments ever come 
to have a predominant say in the way the state 
functions if it was not for a coalition with those of 
the working class who see advantages to 
themselves over the remainder?  
 
But beyond this basic division, typically between 
those who have significant property, even if it is 
largely of a consumptive sort, and those without, 
distributional struggle becomes much more 
complex and much, much more contingent: 
matters of religion, ethnicity, gender, native born 
versus immigrants, even generation judging from 
recent writing in the British press. Every country 
has them. Some are more enduring than others 
and some more central to contemporary politics 
including, it might seem, that of development. In 
the American case, one might argue this for racial 
division, and I pay some attention to it. I do not 
regard it, though, as fundamental. If you take race 
out of the picture, the American politics remains 
much as it is: there would still be a politics of 
suburban exclusion, a politics of downtown 
redevelopment, a politics in which those with 
limited resources to draw on in the struggle are 
disadvantaged, and this for very good structural 
reasons having to do with the nature of the 
accumulation process. 
 
This is not to say that the accumulation process 
has not experienced important mutations, and 
ones which are absolutely crucial to understanding 
any politics of local and regional development. 
Property capital and the conflicts it enters into 
with people in both their work- and living-places, 
occupies a major place in the argument that is to 

follow. It is, though, an historical creation. The 
practice and recognition of a separate branch of 
capital servicing the needs for premises of capital 
as a whole is relatively new; likewise the provision 
of shelter for workers. Equally central to my 
argument will be the mobility of those buying or 
renting real estate: the retail chains, the light 
assembly industries, the back offices, the home 
buyers liberated from the old kinship and mutual 
aid relations of the working class community. A 
fundamental condition for the politics of local and 
regional development has been what I call the new 
mobility, and this as a result of the way it has 
entered into contradiction with the fixity of real 
property. This is, to repeat, fundamental. Not least 
it means that any politics of local development 
necessarily involves a dialectic between class 
tensions on the one hand and those of territory on 
the other. In popular consciousness in the US this 
dialectic has tended to be resolved more in the 
territorial direction. It is with an exploration of 
some instances of this that this investigation to the 
very peculiar practice that is the American politics 
of local and regional development commences. 
 
 


